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Dear Thomas,

 

The summer is drawing to a close and it is with great annoyance that I inform you that the apartment is all yours. Father has sent money south to pay for the place through the winter, as compensation to you for my being stuck here for the foreseeable future.

The raiders are still in Frostmire and I am still chasing them around the duchy. They are good at going to ground where they can’t be found and it is getting very frustrating. We don’t think there are enough of them to overrun the duchy, but they have done some damage and we have seen some groups large enough to be worrisome. We are redoubling our efforts to destroy them—most difficult when one cannot find where they are hiding.

We thought originally that the raiders were northern tribesmen stirring up trouble, but I am beginning to doubt this. They are using some very unusual tactics. So unusual, in fact, that I am discussing with my father the possibility of coming south to ask for reinforcements. He has not yet agreed, but if he does, I hope that we will at least be able to sneak away for an evening at the Broken Quill while I am there.

I hope your studies are going well, though what possesses you to do both law and philosophy at once is still beyond me. Take care of our apartment and do not rent my room to anyone, as I fully intend to take up residence there once this matter is dealt with. Benjamin’s room you may do with as you will, but try not to rent it to anyone I would find offensive enough to have to drown in the fountain.

 

Regards,

Henry

 


1

I really need a new coat and some decent boots, Thomas thought, before I freeze to death.

A cold wind was blowing in from the sea and through the streets of Hawksmouth, bringing with it the vague threat of snow and a damp that snuck between the layers of Thomas’s clothes and nestled against his skin. He pulled his inadequate coat tighter around his thin frame. Hours on the fencing floor had left him wiry, but hadn’t put any flesh on his bones to keep him warm. Another hour in the street and the chill would burrow into his body and sink into his bones. He shoved his black hair back, out of his grey eyes. He needed to get the unruly mop cut, but that, like the coat, was something he only thought of when he couldn’t do anything about it. Like now, when the shops were closing up. 

The sun was starting to sink as Thomas to make his way home down the tree-lined main thoroughfare. The bright reds and golds of early autumn had given way to the greys and browns of empty branches. The leaves still left in the city were lying in the gutters or in the alleys, discarded by trees bracing themselves for the bitter cold of a seaport in winter. The first of the truly cold days was yet to come, but night was coming earlier now, and it was only a matter of time.

Thomas rounded a corner into the maze of streets that made up the student quarter. A gust of wind hit him face-on and left him shivering. Anyone with a hint of wisdom had retreated indoors to a warm fire and good company. Thomas, on the other hand, had let the cold and damp follow him from his apartment to a bookseller in the poor quarter. There, he spent several hours poring over worn, poorly printed volumes and old hand-written journals, looking for magic.

Thomas had only discovered that he could see magic at the beginning of the summer. He had gone home to Elmvale at his father’s request, only to be chased out again by Bishop Malloy, who’d wanted Thomas’s magic for his own. It had come as quite the surprise to Thomas, who hadn’t known that he even had any.

Timothy, a travelling juggler who kept his magic hidden behind his sleights of hand, was the first to have his magic and his life taken by the bishop. Other deaths had followed, and Thomas had fled with his friends, George and Eileen Gobhann, to Hawksmouth, the capital of the country and home of the Royal Academy. There, Thomas recruited his fellow students, learned that he could see the glow of magic on a printed page, and learned how to summon more.

The bishop had come to Hawksmouth, of course, and from there it had been a desperate race to stop the man from trying to take all the world’s magic for himself. Thomas cast his first real spell, then, calling magic from the earth into his body and temporarily giving himself unbelievable power.

Thomas had killed over a dozen men with steel and magic that month.

He’d found no magic in the old books and journals in the bookseller’s shop; only a pair of parlour plays, poorly bound and printed on cheap paper—ideal entertainment for when the cold drove the students indoors. Thomas bought them, as much to justify his presence in the shop as for any other reason.

The wind gusted again, blowing dirty leaves up from the gutters. Beggars shifted further into their corners and doorways, huddling together for warmth. Thomas walked with quick paces across the city, reaching the market square in the student quarter just in time to see the last stalls closing up, their red-cheeked, shivering owners putting away half-frozen wares. Thomas spotted a pastry seller still open and spent a pair of coppers on a meat pie and a fruit tart for his dinner. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast—his own fault for wandering so far and spending so much time in bookshops. Thomas contemplated a bottle of wine, then left it alone. He was too cold. Besides, without anyone to share it with, there was little point. 

It had been a lonely autumn. His roommate Benjamin was dead—killed in the battle of the standing stones. Henry, his other roommate, was still in the North and not likely to return any time soon. By way of apology, Henry had arranged for his father to pay the entirety of their rent for the winter. Thomas appreciated the gesture, but would rather have had Henry’s company. 

He still went out, of course. Not to do so would be give him a reputation for oddness that might lead some to wonder what he did with his time. So Thomas went out with the other law students and philosophy students, talking about the nature of reality or the latest doing of the courts, drinking far too much some nights and waking up with a hangover some mornings.

Thomas still dreamed of the dead.

It wasn’t every night, anymore, but the dreams still came. He dreamed of Timothy, and of the man he’d killed—his first—on the night he’d told Timothy’s sister about her brother’s death. He dreamed of Randolf, the bishop’s familiar, and of the soldiers he’d killed with lightning and steel in the bishop’s yard and at the battle of the standing stones.

Some nights Thomas dreamed of pulling the magic from Bishop Malloy, of running the man through with his sword, and of the angry, shocked expression on the bishop’s face when he died.

The memories of the battles had haunted his friends all summer, too. George had killed five men, himself. Eileen, not trained to fight, had still attacked a man who had tried to kill her brother. She’d had her face laid open by the soldier’s boot in the fight, and her nose now had a permanent bump where it had been broken.

Benjamin had died stopping the blow that would have killed her.

After they returned to Elmvale, Eileen demanded Thomas teach her how to use Benjamin’s rapier. Thomas saw her desperate need not to be helpless again and did as she asked. Eileen took after it with a ferocity that had shocked her mother and father. By the time Thomas left two months later, Eileen was becoming quite proficient.

Some nights the three of them had sat by the mill pond, looking at the moon reflected in the water and talking of the events they had survived. Thomas had wished Henry, who had been a soldier since he was fourteen and had led them to victory at the battle of the standing stones, could have been with them, but Henry had stayed in Hawksmouth that summer before his father summoned him north.

Thomas wished any of them could be with him, though especially Eileen.

The thought of her brought a smile to Thomas’s face as he headed for his apartment. Being with her had made it a good summer, once her father had gotten used to the idea of Thomas courting Eileen. Remembering stolen moments with Eileen warmed Thomas even as the cold wind picked up power, threatening to knock the bag off his shoulder.

He reached the courtyard that sat between the two student apartments, and headed for his own. In summer, the balconies were filled with students looking for cool air. Now, they stood empty. The plants and clothes that had hung on them all spring and summer were now inside near the small braziers the students kept in their apartments in their vain attempts to keep warm. He could hear snatches of conversation, laughter, and music as he went up the three flights of stairs to his own dark, empty place.

The room was cold, but not as cold as it had been, nor as draughty. In his search for books on magic, Thomas had come across the memoirs of a master carpenter with a charm for driving a nail into wood without splitting it. The seller would only sell it together with a box of the man’s tools, so Thomas had bought them both. The book turned out to be an excellent primer on carpentry. Thomas read it through, tried some of the projects, and surprised himself by enjoying it. Now, Thomas had a rough set of shelves to put his books on, the drafts in the walls were fixed, and the holes around the windows were plugged. George would have been proud. The other students were envious, and Thomas was certain he could have made a pretty good living repairing apartments. Instead, he had loaned out the book and the tools, and those who had applied both reported remarkably improved living conditions.

He put the plays on the shelves that held his very eclectic library. There were his schoolbooks for this year—he’d sent the older ones back home for Eileen—a half-dozen plays, and a dozen badly-printed treatises that had been thrust on Thomas at one student meeting or another, detailing various injustices in the kingdom. There were other books—philosophy, language, history, mathematics, and biology—that Thomas had picked up just for fun.

Interspersed among the others were the books with magic inside. All were second-hand; most were old and worn. A commonplace book hand-written by a merchant’s wife had a half-dozen charms in it. A pair of treatises—one by a nun, the other by a priest—held a pair of spells disguised as prayers to the High Father. The log of a ship’s captain had the spell against vermin. And there were a half-dozen more, all with tidbits of magic in them.

Thomas didn’t make copies of the spells, or take them from their books. He was wary of anything that could directly connect him to what the High Father’s church called witchcraft. Instead, he claimed to have bought them for their contents; to give him better insight into human nature. Those who visited gave him strange looks, but said nothing.

Thomas still had the spell book that he had stolen from the locked library under the theology building, and three books that had belonged to the bishop. The book from Theology was a true spell book, and each word in it glowed with magic. The bishop’s books, by comparison, were half magic and half nonsense. The master carpenter’s book had shown how to make a hiding place for valuables, and Thomas had followed the instructions to the letter, creating a compartment in the wall behind his bed for the books and sealing it with plaster.

Thomas lit his brazier and put the pie and the tart on top of it. By the time the food was warm, the room was warm, too. Thomas fetched his plate and a knife and fork from the cupboard and, rescuing his food from the brazier, sat down at the table.

Someone knocked at the door, and Thomas jumped at the sound. Annoyed at himself, he shouted, “Who is it?”

“Alexander.”

Thomas froze, unable to speak.

“I have to come in. Please.” Thomas stared at the door. “Please, Thomas, I’m cold.”

Thomas shook off his stupor and stumbled over to the door. The girl on the other side was shivering in dirty boys’ clothes that were meant for warmer months, even if she did have a thick cloak over them. Her messy red hair was only partly grown back from when they’d cut it short at the beginning of the summer. Her face was red with cold, and her cornflower-blue eyes were bright with unshed tears. One hand clenched the grip of the rapier at her hip.

Thomas just had time to say, “Eileen,” before she stumbled in and collapsed, crying, into his arms.

 

***

 

“I’m sorry,” said Eileen, snuggling closer into his lap and pulling the blanket tighter around them both. It had taken some time before she stopped crying, and still more before she stopped shivering. “I didn’t mean to collapse like that. I just haven’t eaten for a few days—”

“A few days?” Thomas used his free hand and the fork in it to cut a piece of the meat pie. “What happened?”

“I ran out of money,” said Eileen. “I had some from helping at Father’s stalls in the markets all summer, but it wasn’t enough. It was too cold to sleep in the woods and rooms were expensive and no one trusts someone travelling alone. Especially with a sword.” She shook her head. “I walked two days south to Greenwater where we caught the raft last time. I got a raft and paid them what I could and they made me buy my own food for the trip and that was the last of my money.” She took a breath. “I’m babbling.”

“You are,” agreed Thomas. He kissed her still-cold lips. “But it’s very pretty babbling.”

He lifted a forkful of the meat pie and blew on it, then held it up. Eileen let him feed it to her. She sighed. “That is the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”

Thomas took a forkful to taste for himself, then cut another for Eileen. “If you say so.”

“I do.” She took the offered bite, savouring the flavour. “I ran out of food four days ago.”

“Four days?” Thomas decided his own rumbling stomach could just wait, and cut her another bite.

“I found some late season apples, but they were pretty bad, and there was some squash that fell off a farmer’s wagon…” She shivered. “I don’t want to be that hungry again.”

Thomas fed her the rest of the pie, one bite at a time. When it was finished, she sighed and snuggled closer. Thomas wrapped the blanket tightly around them both. Eileen sighed again, her body curving into his. “I have really, really missed you.”

“Me, too,” said Thomas. He held her tight a while. Finally, though, he had to ask. “Is that why you came here?” 

Eileen blushed, and squirmed a bit. “Well...”

“Well?”

“Not really.” Eileen sat up straight to look at him. “I mean, I wouldn’t have come here if you weren’t here, but it wasn’t just about you.”

“Then what was it about? Did something happen at home?”

“No, nothing happened,” Eileen sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Nothing ever happened. That was the problem. I had to go back to working with Mother and George didn’t want to fence, and the nuns don’t teach anything except the lives of saints I never heard of and the history of the convent and the Great Mother and gardening and the uses of herbs. I was so bored and I thought, why can’t I go learn something real? Like history and philosophy and math. And I want to keep fencing and I want to know as much as you do.”

Thomas felt his heart going out to her. “I was sending my books.”

“And I brought them,” Eileen said, gesturing at the bundle that Thomas had set by the door. “But they aren’t enough, Thomas.”

Thomas remembered how he had felt when Bishop Malloy had convinced his father not to let Thomas return to the Academy. Not being allowed to learn had nearly crushed his spirit. Even so... “So you came here?”

“I know! It’s so stupid!” Eileen pushed herself off his lap. “I mean, it’s not like they’re going to let me in, is it? But it just got into my head. Maybe I could sneak in like before. Maybe I could attend some classes and no one would know I was there. Maybe I could be the first girl to graduate from the Academy!” She faced him, her eyes glittering with tears. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Thomas rose and went to her. “It’s all right.”

“No, it’s not!” Eileen pushed him away. “When I came by the first time you weren’t here, so I went to the Academy to ask after you, but of course they wouldn’t let me in and no one knew where you were. And I was standing outside the gates, and I knew they would never let me in. Not really.” The tears began rolling down her cheeks. “No one will teach me anything. I can’t afford to have anyone teach me anything. I got frozen and wet and hungry, and all that will happen is that I’ll have to go back, and Da will kill me!” She turned away, wrapping her arms tightly around her body, her shoulders shaking with sobs and anger. “It was so stupid!”

Thomas went to her again. This time she let him wrap his arms around her and press his chest against her back. “It wasn’t stupid,” he said. “Insane, yes. And poorly thought out. But not stupid. I would have done the same thing.” He smiled. “In fact, I did.”

Eileen freed up an arm to wipe her face with her sleeve. “Aye, but you had money.” 

“Aye, but I was wanted for murder.”

“True.” Eileen sighed again, and some of the tension left her. “By the Four, I’ve messed up everything.”

“Not everything,” said Thomas. “I got to see you six months early.”

Eileen drove an elbow back into his ribs, though not too hard. “Idiot.”

“Aye, that’s me,” said Thomas, wincing. “How long do you think we have before your father comes?”

“I don’t know. I left a note saying I was going to Laketown, so they probably went there first.”

“Then we have a few days, maybe,” said Thomas, trying not to think of what Eileen’s father was going to do when he found them living under one roof. “Long enough to show you the city, if you want. And the Academy.”

Eileen turned in his arms. “The Academy? Really?”

Thomas smiled. “Really. I think I can get you in for the day, at least.”

Eileen’s face lit up. “Thank you!” She kissed him on the mouth, then she leaned her body against his and kissed him thoroughly. “Thank you.”

Thomas found himself grinning. “You’re welcome.” His stomach rumbled at him, making Eileen raise an eyebrow. Thomas fought down his blush. “There’s still the fruit pie. We can eat that up and then get to bed.”

“To bed,” Eileen repeated. She blushed and looked at the ground. “Uh... I know I came here, and that I said I really, really missed you, but I wasn’t... that is... we said we’d wait until Fire Night, and...”

Thomas found himself completely at a loss for words. They had not made love that summer, though the memories of what they had done—especially the night before he left Elmvale—had kept Thomas warm on many cold nights since. It hadn’t occurred to him until that moment that, since they were alone together, there would be nothing to prevent them if they wanted to... Proof of how distracted I am, thought Thomas, who was now certain he wouldn’t be thinking of much else.

Eileen was still looking at him, waiting for an answer.

“On Fire Night,” said Thomas, gently. “I promised.”

Eileen looked both embarrassed and relieved. “I remember. And I knew you would, too, it’s just...”

Thomas kissed her gently on the forehead. “Let’ s finish the pie. Then you can sleep in Benjamin’s room.”

“Benjamin’s…” Eileen faltered. “Do you think that’s all right?”

“He’d want you there. In fact, he’d probably rise up and haunt me if I suggested anything else.”

Thomas put Eileen’s things in Benjamin’s room and gave her his extra blanket. They piled a couple of Thomas’s robes over top of the bed to keep the chill off. After kissing her gently good night, Thomas went to bed. He lay in his room, staring at the ceiling and wondering what he was going to do when her father showed up. No answer came before he drifted off to sleep.


2

The Academy’s morning bells pulled Thomas from sleep. He sat up and looked out the window. The sky was clear and bright, and Thomas could feel the cold through the glass. He pulled his clothes on and fastened a cloak over them before going down to the fountain to secure enough water for the morning’s ablutions. The fountain wasn’t frosted over yet, but Thomas knew it would only be a matter of days.

He poured out a pot of water for tea and re-lit the brazier. Gritting his teeth, he washed himself in the frigid water. Across the way, someone began ringing the apartment’s bell—a sharp peal echoing between the two buildings and waking anyone who had been too deeply asleep or too hung-over to hear the Academy’s bells. He left the bucket beside Eileen’s door and knocked. By the time tea was prepared, Eileen was finished her own ablutions and sitting across the table from him, shivering and cradling her hands around the tea for warmth.

“Still being Alex?” Thomas asked, looking at her clothes.

“I didn’t pack any others. I figured it would be easier to pass as a boy than to try to make the trip by myself as a girl.” She managed a smile. “Especially with the rapier.”

Thomas nodded, took a sip of his tea. “Just as well. There’s no way they’ll let a girl onto the Academy grounds.”

“Should I dress as a student again?”

Thomas shook his head. “No. At my level, the classes are small enough that they would pick you out at once. You will be my friend Alex, from home. Your father has asked you to visit the Academy, to see if the law holds any interest for you. I’ll ask the keeper of the gate if I can escort you in, and then get permission from my professors to have you attend classes with me.”

“Can you do that?”

Thomas smiled. “I think so.”

“And when they ask about my education?”

“Schooled by a tutor, and hoping to expand what you’ve learnt. Pretend to be eager. It makes them happy.”

“No need to pretend. I’ll just try not to sound desperate.” Eileen looked around the room. “Thomas?”

“Yes?”

“Is there anything to eat?”

“Not a thing,” said Thomas. “Come on. And leave your sword. You can’t take it into the Academy.”

They put on their coats and Thomas gave Eileen his cloak to put over top of her own. He slipped his robes over his head, gathered his books and papers, and they stepped out into the cold. He led Eileen out into the street, past the Academy gate to a very busy bakery on a nearby corner. There were easily two dozen students there already, with more converging. The line moved quickly, and soon Thomas and Eileen were back on the streets with a meat-filled pastry each and a loaf of bread besides.

“The bread is for later,” Thomas explained. “There’s not much time to eat between lectures, so we buy for the whole day. Come on.”

The next stop was the gate and the Master of Keys, who listened to Thomas’s explanation, grunted something unintelligible, and waved them through.

In fall, the Academy had a sombre look. The ivy that covered the grey stone buildings had dropped its leaves, leaving twisting ribbons of dark brown on the walls. The trees were bare, the grasses yellow, and the students were wrapped tight in their black robes against the cold wind that blew through the grounds. Older students walked together, arguing in pairs or small groups, or stepped along quickly, books in hand, obviously late for class. Younger students raced one another or kicked balls at each other—none of which came near the library, whose tall glass windows were sacrosanct. And even at this early hour, there were several students sitting on the grass, robes pulled close against the wind and noses buried deep in the books. 

Several times, Thomas ran across students he knew as he and Eileen crossed the Academy’s grounds. Thomas introduced “Alex” and gave them each the story of “his” arrival. Eileen looked slightly overwhelmed by it all, but kept to the story. By the time they had reached the Law building, Thomas had agreed to meet with one group of students at the Broken Quill the next day, promised to give notes to a student who had been sick the day before, and dodged a half-dozen questions about his summer romance, much to Eileen’s amusement.

The Law building sat near the northern edge of the grounds. Like most of the Academy’s buildings, it was large, grey, square and squat, studded with windows to let in some light. Its only adornment was a plaque reading “College of Laws.”

“This morning is law,” said Thomas. “This afternoon is fencing and philosophy.”

“Fencing?” Eileen’s eyes lit up.

 Thomas grinned. “You’ll get handed your heart on a plate.”

“Probably,” agreed Eileen. “But it’ll be fun to try.”

Thomas laughed at the eagerness in her voice. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to the professors.”

Both Thomas’s professors that morning had no objection to having “Alex” sit in and listen, provided that was all she did. It was made perfectly clear that no talking would be tolerated from her in either class, and Eileen kept her mouth shut the entire time. Thomas was more impressed that Eileen managed to stay awake for both lectures, and even remained alert during a long and rather involved debate about the virtues of common law versus written law, and the effects of each on the nobility and the common people in the past century. 

“That was amazing,” said Eileen, when they stepped out into the cool autumn air after the lecture. “I mean, I didn’t understand it all because I don’t know the law, but it was amazing how you all managed to put all the pieces together. Especially concerning the rights of men to farm their land versus the rights of the nobility to demand their service on the nobles’ farms. And I loved it when the tall student in the front…”

“Michael.”

“Michael pointed out how it was necessary for the nobles to have access to the common man’s labour during harvest to maintain the protections they provide and you said that the common man would not be protected if he starved to death because his own crops were destroyed while they were harvesting the nobles’ fields.”

“I was there,” said Thomas, quite pleased that she’d noticed. “Let’s find a place to eat. Then it’s off to fencing class.”

They found a group of students Thomas knew huddled together for warmth in the Academy churchyard. Thomas and Eileen joined them, exchanging bits of bread for cheese and dried fruit. The students around them argued about what they had heard in class that morning or in days before, talked about girls and plays and a dozen other things. Eileen listened to it all, wide-eyed, and only blushed occasionally when one boy got a little too descriptive about the girls.

The bells rang again and everyone trooped off to their classes. Thomas led Eileen to the fencing hall and found the master. He welcomed Eileen and asked her about her experience. She answered honestly, and he agreed to let her in.

“Thank you,” said Eileen.

“Oh, don’t thank me,” said the fencing master. “At least, not until you’ve finished the class. If you’re still standing, thank me then.”

An hour later, Eileen managed to gasp to Thomas, “Now I see why you’re so good at this.”

The master had them run; first on the spot, then around the room. He had them climb ladders and pull themselves up on bars set into the walls. He made them jump over wooden “horses.” After a quarter hour, there was no one who wasn’t sweating. After a half hour, there were few who weren’t gasping. The master led them all, taking the front of the run and driving them all as hard as they could go. Thomas stayed right behind him the entire time. Eileen did her best to keep up but was gasping badly halfway through. Several times the master told her to stop and walk for a bit, or come down from the ladder before she ruined herself.

Drilling techniques followed. The class advanced and retreated across the floor with heavy wooden sticks in their hands, running through guards, parries and strikes for another half hour before switching to paired drills, working with different partners, practising dodging and parrying, thrusting and cutting, riposting and counter-riposting. Eileen, already tired, could barely hold the stick by the end of it.

“Right!” bellowed the fencing master, bringing all action to a halt. “Matches next. Before that, I think a hand for young Alex here.” He gestured to Eileen, who was leaning forward, hands on knees, gasping for air. “He’s still standing, which is better than most of you did your first time. Well done, Alex.”

The students politely applauded—including Thomas, who was grinning at her in spite of himself. Eileen managed a nod and gasped out, “Thank you, sir.”

The master grinned, an expression that looked more than a little sinister on his face. “Right, everyone into masks and vests. Let’s see how you do against a blade, young Alex.”

Thomas helped her find a mask and a jacket that would fit, then took his place. The matches were chosen randomly by the master, who had the goodness to let “Alex” rest a while before calling him to the floor.

Thomas found himself almost holding his breath as Eileen faced off against a tall student. Each match went until one partner scored a hit that would be considered a killing blow, or one of them took five hits in non-vital areas—by which time, the fencing master explained to Eileen, one would probably be dead anyway.

Eileen’s first match ended very quickly, her opponent scoring three non-vital hits and a kill in short order.

“You need to relax more,” said Thomas, while two others were taking their turn. “Just breathe and focus on getting the hit, just like at home.”

“No one was watching at home,” said Eileen.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Thomas. “If you get in a bar brawl there will be spectators. On a battlefield, hundreds will see you. In a duel, your seconds are watching. Focus on your opponent.”

“Thomas!” called the fencing master. “You’re up.”

Thomas put on his mask and stepped into the ring. The fight lasted three moves and Thomas returned victorious.

Eileen went again after two more matches. This time she scored three hits before her opponent landed a killing hit.

“Not bad,” said the master as she saluted her opponent. “You’ll have one more.”

Thomas finished two other matches before Eileen’s last one. The first he won almost as handily as he had the previous. The second took much longer, the other student dodging and skipping back from Thomas’s strikes, though he landed none of his own. Thomas broke through the other student’s guard at the last, scoring the killing blow to end the fight.

“That was amazing,” said Eileen.

“It was shoddy,” said the master. “You could have had each other a half-dozen times. Alex, you and John.”

John was a tall, lanky young man. He’d defeated most of his opponents and, to judge from the sneer on his face, was expecting an easy victory now.

“Stay relaxed,” called Thomas as she stepped in.

They began. Eileen kept her distance, moving continuously, her blade slipping in and out of the other’s reach. John kept up a lazy guard, doing only enough to keep her out of the way. His attacks were flashy, made with little regard for his opponent’s skills. Eileen had to dance back a dozen times as he cut and lunged at her, but each time she riposted with a cut or thrust of her own. And with each attack, she was getting closer. Even so, John scored three hits without her getting one in return. He was grinning when he launched his final attack: a feint with a cut, then a deep lunge to Eileen’s chest.

Eileen side-stepped as Thomas had taught her, and slipped her blade under John’s. She scored on his wrist on the way in and drove the point home into his chest.

“Kill!” shouted the fencing master. “Match to Alex! And well done!”

“Too well,” said John grumpily. He saluted Eileen, then pulled off his mask and held out his hand. “My own fault for getting cocky,” he said when she took it. “I hope you become a student, so I can beat you in the rematch.”

“I hope so, too,” said Eileen, shaking his hand. Her smile vanished with the words, and she excused herself to take off the padding.

After class, Thomas and Eileen moved at a slow pace down the path to the philosophy building. Thomas waited until no one was close before asking, “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” said Eileen, her tone saying the exact opposite. “What’s next?”

“Philosophy,” said Thomas. “Two hours.”

“Ah.”

“We’re examining the arguments of the Beudlean philosophers, who come from very far south of here and don’t recognize the existence of gods at all. So far, it’s been quite enlightening.”

“I’m sure.”

A group of students passed by them, chattering and rushing to their next class. Thomas waited until they were gone. “I’m sorry.”

“I know,” said Eileen. “But it doesn’t change anything.”

“I know.”

“Well then,” she said, forcing a false cheerful tone. “Let’s keep going, shall we?”

They did. Thomas took her to his philosophy class, introduced her to Professor Dodson, and led her to a seat. The professor made a point of introducing her to the rest of the class, and then included her in the discussion. Eileen pleaded her ignorance, but the professor informed her that everyone was ignorant in matters of the Beudlean philosophers, therefore her opinion was as valued as any other.

By the end of class Eileen was as involved as any of the others. She kept up the debate with the other students even after the class, nearly leaving without Thomas, who had to hurry to catch up to her.

“Sorry,” she said as they headed for the Academy gate. “Kevin was trying to prove that the High Father existed, but that it was impossible for the other gods to exist, and Mark was trying to prove that none of them exist, and John from fencing was insisting that just because we can’t prove something exists doesn’t mean it doesn’t.” She stopped for breath.

“Enjoyed the class?”

“Very much,” said Eileen. “Wish I could go back.”

“Me, too,” said Thomas. “Now, come on. We’ll get cleaned up, get our rapiers, and go to the theatre. They have one more show before it gets dark. After that, we’ll go to the Broken Quill for dinner.”

“Can you afford that?”

Thomas smiled. “This year, I can. Henry’s father paid the rent before he went off, so I’ve got money to spare.”

“But don’t you have work to do?”

“Nothing due tomorrow,” said Thomas. “And how many more chances will we have to go to the theatre together?”

“Not many.” Eileen sighed. “Oh, Thomas, if only…”

She didn’t say any more, and Thomas didn’t bother to finish the sentence. Even if Lionel didn’t come to drag Eileen back to Elmvale, there was no way for her to keep up the charade of being male for more than a few days in close quarters. Someone was bound to notice, if not in the classes—which she would have to start paying for if she kept attending—then definitely in the baths. The students visited them regularly, as much for warmth as cleanliness.

Thomas made sure no one was looking, then put his arm around her shoulder and gave her a quick squeeze.

“Come on,” he said. “We have tonight, at least.”

“Aye, we do,” agreed Eileen. She smiled at him, said, “Race you!” and took off at a run. Thomas sprinted after her, his longer legs shortening the distance between them with each stride. Eileen reached the passage to the courtyard before him, and got through the gate before he could catch up. They were neck and neck by the time they reached the stairs, and Thomas took the lead as they raced up the three stories to the apartment.

He came to a dead halt on the top step and Eileen slammed into him, nearly knocking him over. The tall, elegant man on the porch caught Thomas as he stumbled forward, and righted him. He grinned at the two of them, the cold making the scar that ran diagonally across his long face and nose stand out. 

“Hello, Thomas,” said Henry. “What’s she doing here?”

“Me?” said Eileen, recovering first. “What are you doing here?”

“Starving slowly,” said Henry. He was wrapped in a long, much-stained and worn travel cloak. Underneath it, he wore the best court clothes Thomas had seen. His blond hair was neat and clean and long, tied back on his head. A rapier hung from Henry’s hip. “Is there any food inside?”

“Not a scrap,” said Thomas. “We were going to get changed and go eat.”

“The Quill,” said Henry. “The food on the ship was mediocre at best.”

“Ship?”

“I arrived this morning,” said Henry. “And I’ve been at court all day.”

“Court?”

“Are you going to stand around asking questions or let me in?”

Thomas unlocked the door and led them all into the dim, cold apartment. “Hurry up and get changed,” said Henry. “I’m hungry.”

Thomas went to his room and dropped off his student robes, picking up his coat and cloak, and both rapiers. When he came out, Eileen was already there, her coat and cloak over one arm.

“Still have a pretty pair of legs on you,” said Henry. Eileen stuck out her tongue at him and pulled on the cloak. “Why are you dressed as a boy?”

“Easier for travel.”

“Ran away, then?”

“Ran here,” corrected Eileen. “I wanted to come to the city to learn.”

“And how is that going?”

“I beat John in a fencing match.”

“Good start,” Henry said. He turned to Thomas. “Have you done the deed, then?”

“Henry!” Her fist connected solidly with the young lord’s shoulder.

Henry winced. “I meant telling your parents that you and Thomas were courting. What were you thinking about?”

Eileen hit him again in the same place. “You were not, and you know it!”

“We are courting,” said Thomas.

“Good luck with it,” said Henry, rubbing his arm. “She has a temper.”

“I’ve noticed,” said Thomas, smiling at Eileen. “I like her temper.”

“Oh, good,” said Henry. “Anyone coming for her?”

“Her father, probably.”

“Is he as big as her brother?”

“Larger, and he’s the one she gets the temper from.”

“Then you’d better come north with me while you have the chance.”

“Me?” Thomas laughed. “What for?”

“The war,” said Henry. “They’re using magic against us.”
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“Magic?” repeated Thomas.

“Magic,” said Henry again. “I’m here to petition the king for more men, and to get you. I spoke to the chancellor this morning and will probably see the king in the next two days. If he says yes, some of my men wait here to lead the troops north. You and I go north right away, no matter what he says. Can you be ready to travel in three days?”

“Travel? But, I’m in the middle of classes—”

“I’ll speak to the principal,” said Henry. “Tell him my father needs your sword. You’ll be allowed to pick up where you left off, I’m sure.”

“He’s not going to let me go just because you want it.” 

“I’m not asking as a student,” Henry said, the words coming out short and clipped. “I am a son of the duke of Frostmire and his personal representative to the king. If I say that the duke needs you, you will be allowed to go, along with any other students who volunteer. Now, how strong is your magic?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas, still dazed by it all. “I haven’t tried to push my limits since the magic of the stones faded.”

“There are standing stones in Frostmire,” said Henry. “Not anywhere near the castle, of course, but we can get you there if we have need. How much lightning can you call?”

“I don’t know.”

“How about fog?”

“Don’t know.”

“Any other new tricks you’ve learned?”

“Some,” said Thomas. “The place is free of vermin. And I have a spell that keeps my things from being lost.”

“And that’s all you’ve experimented on?” Henry shook his head. “I know what you were doing all summer, but surely you’ve had more time than that since you’ve come back.”

“That wasn’t all I was doing!” Thomas realized how the words sounded the moment after they left his mouth. “I mean, I have tried other spells,” he said, pointing at the bookshelf. “I collect them, now.”

“Are these all spell books?” asked Eileen, going to the shelves. “I thought they were your schoolbooks.”

“They’re mostly schoolbooks and some plays,” said Thomas. “But about a dozen have a spell or two in them.”

“Have you written them all down in one place?” asked Henry.

Thomas shook his head. “Collecting old books is allowed, if odd. Collecting bits of magic is frowned upon. Plus I haven’t really had time.”

“Why not?” demanded Henry.

“School,” said Thomas, slowly. “I’ve been doing my school work.”

“Still doing that double in philosophy and law?”

“Yes.”

“You’re insane,” said Henry. “Now, come on. I’m hungry and the Quill awaits.”

Henry led them out of the apartment and through streets at a brink pace, seemingly oblivious to the cold, wet air. His slight limp was new, hardly noticeable as he walked. Thomas and Eileen kept pace beside him. 

“What happened to your leg?” asked Thomas.

“Arrow,” said Henry. “Night raid on a village. We saw the flames and rode out, straight into an ambush. Pity you weren’t there.”

Henry led them on a route that Thomas could have followed blindfolded, to the Broken Quill—a large, noisy tavern near the edge of the student quarter. Even at this early hour it was full of students. Some were still in their robes from class, others were in their evening best, most were somewhere in between. Rapiers were everywhere, though all were sheathed. Girls were plentiful, too—mostly shop-girls, Thomas judged from their clothes, though a few were much better dressed.

The place was noisy, cheerful, and rather well-mannered. Arguments were plentiful, but none escalated beyond words. It may have been the presence of two very large, identical men who sat on a pair of chairs just inside the door, one looking in and the other looking out. They had equally scarred and broken faces, and matching thick, long clubs. Each would have easily dwarfed George. They nodded pleasantly at Thomas and Henry.

“Good evening, Master Thomas,” said the one looking out.

“Good evening, Marcus.”

“Fenris,” corrected the large man, without changing expression.

“My apologies,” said Thomas, with a short bow.

The big man nodded. “And Lord Henry. We had not expected to see you here, this term.”

“Nor I,” said Henry. “How are things?”

“Calm,” said Fenris. “I hope you will help keep them that way.”

“Of course,” said Thomas. “May we introduce my cousin Alex?”

Fenris looked her up and down, and one eyebrow rose. “Marcus?”

The other man turned around. “Yes?”

“This is…” the pause was barely noticeable, “Alex.”

Marcus looked Eileen up and down exactly the way Fenris had. His expression didn’t change either. “Of course it is.”

“I trust that that Alex,” said Fenris, lightly emphasizing the name, “will not be the cause of any trouble in our establishment?”

“No,” promised Thomas. “He will not.”

“Good.” Fenris gestured with one hand. “Enter.”

“Don’t bother with a table,” said Henry, heading for the bar. “I’ll get us a private room.”

“What was that at the door?” asked Eileen, raising her voice to be heard above the din. “It felt like they were looking right through me.”

“They were,” said Thomas.

“Do you think that they know…?”

“Yes,” said Thomas. “I doubt it’s the first time. Fortunately, they’re the souls of discretion. As long as you don’t cause trouble, they won’t say a thing.”

Henry spoke to the bartender, and then led Thomas and Eileen through the crowded room and up the stairs to the balcony that ran the length of the building. A half-dozen doors opened to private rooms. Henry picked one and led them in. He shut the door behind them, and the sudden reduction in noise level was at once jarring and a relief. The room was large enough for a dozen, with a round table surrounded by comfortable-looking leather lined chairs and an empty fireplace on the outer wall. Henry threw himself down in a chair near the fire.

“Sit,” he said. “Food and drink are coming.”

They sat, and before Thomas could ask more questions there was a knock on the door. Three women came in, bringing two pitchers of beer and three mugs; a large tray of cheese and bread; and a load of wood for the fire. Thomas took a beer, drank, and munched on the bread and cheese until the women were out of the room. The moment the door closed, he asked, “Are you sure the enemy is using magic against you?”

“Very,” said Henry around his own mouthful. He swallowed it and took a drink before continuing. “They call fire,” he said. “They use it on my troops and our towns. They appear out of a fog on nights where there’s no reason for it to be foggy.” He ticked off the points on his fingers. “They call water, turning a field that was dry footing the day before into a swamp overnight. And they’re toppling over hundred-year-old palisades without much problem at all.”

Henry took another drink. When he spoke again they could hear the frustration in his voice. “We’ve been fighting them for three months. We’ve lost a dozen villages and a pair of good-sized towns. God knows how many are dead. And the worst of it is that they’re never there long enough to fight. They only attack at night, they destroy a place, and then they disappear again. We’ve never been able to engage them in the field. The closest was a month ago, when I got the arrow in my leg. That time, they fired the bridge under our feet to escape us.”

“Who are they?” asked Eileen. “Where are they from?”

“Well, that’s the other problem,” said Henry. “We don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” said Thomas and Eileen together.

“My father thinks it’s the northern tribes, come to try to take the duchy again,” said Henry. “The tactics are similar. They like to hit and run, attacking wherever the troops aren’t until they can draw out a large enough force. Then they fall on us like flies. We lost some good men to the tribes, six years ago.” Henry’s face was bleak, and for a moment he wasn’t seeing Thomas and Eileen anymore, but something distant and horrible. “But it’s not the tribes. I’m sure of it. Their armour is different. So are their weapons. And they don’t take anything. They just slaughter whoever they can. Soldiers, villagers, nobility, makes no difference.”

There was another knock at the door, and Henry called, “Come in, if you’re bringing food.”

Instead of dinner, it was a travel-worn man with fine clothes and a thick-bladed sword at his side. “My lord,” he said. “We have been looking for you.”

“And since I left word as to where I was going, I doubt that you have had difficulty finding me,” said Henry.

The other man cleared his throat. “Several of the southern lords are staying in the Residence. I thought it would be worth our while for you to speak to them,” he spared a disdainful glance for Thomas and Eileen, “since we are here to recruit men to fight, my lord.”

“I am recruiting men, Sir Martin.”

“I fail to see how two students would make a difference, my lord.”

One of Henry’s eyebrows went up. “Thomas here has killed a dozen men in battle, and is, when I am away, the deadliest swordsman in the city.” Henry’s voice was quiet and edged with something so dangerous that Thomas found his hand going to his rapier of its own volition. “Are you questioning me?”

Sir Martin stood his ground. “I am here as an adviser, my lord, and—”

“You are here because my brother wanted one of his toadies among the party. Do not presume that your relationship with him gives you the right to question what I do.”

Sir Martin stiffened and turned red, but held his tongue.

“I am seeing the Lord Chancellor in the morning,” Henry continued. “Have my clothes been laid out?”

“I don’t know, my lord,” said Martin, his face still red. “I believe the staff at the Residence were making the necessary arrangements.”

“Go make sure,” said Henry. “And once you have made sure, I suggest you retire at once, to preserve your energy for tomorrow.”

“I…” the man’s face grew darker, but he managed a strangled, “Yes, my lord.”

“Good evening, Sir Martin.”

“Good evening, my lord.” Martin bowed, turned on his heel, and left.

“Wow,” said Eileen, as soon as the door closed behind the knight. “What did he do to you?”

“Very little,” said Henry. “Almost to the point of treason.” 

“What did you say about your brother?” asked Thomas.

“My middle brother, John, has his eye on Richard’s—my eldest brother’s—titles,” said Henry. “Sir Martin is one of his knights. You’ll need to be careful of him.”

“Especially now that you’ve humiliated him in front of me,” said Thomas.

“People are dying while I’m here,” snapped Henry. “It will take two weeks with a favourable wind for us to get north—longer for any troops the king gives us. I don’t have time to be second-guessed by my brother’s spy. Either Martin does as he is told, or he will be left here. With or without his head, as the situation dictates.”

Eileen made a face. “That’s… awful.”

There was another knock, and a woman delivered a tray of steaming hot roast beef that Thomas was sure would more than fill the three of them. Henry waited for the door to close behind her before speaking again. “Thomas, I need to stop these raiders, and I need to your help to do it. Will you come?”

Thomas thought about the classes he was going to miss, about how worried his parents would be, and how cold it was going to be in Frostmire. He sighed. “Of course I will.”

“Good.” Henry picked up a fork and started serving the roast. “Eat up, and eat well. Provisions may be scarce by the time we get to Frostmire.”

“What about me?” asked Eileen.

“What about you?” returned Henry.

“Can I come?”

“Oh, no!” said Thomas, before Henry could speak. “Her father will kill me!”

“I can help,” protested Eileen. She looked at Henry. “I could help.”

“How?” asked Henry.

“I helped when we were running from the bishop,” Eileen said.

“Aye,” said Henry. “You did.”

“And now I know how to fence, as well.”

“And?”

“And, can I come?”

“No!” protested Thomas. “It’s dangerous.”

She turned on him. “Fighting the bishop was dangerous, and I did that!”

“And what do we tell your parents?”

“They don’t need to know where I’ve gone.”

“Oh, yes they do!” Thomas thumped the table. “Eileen, your parents have been a second family to me. I’d never have survived the summer without their help. I’m not going to drag their daughter into a war!”

“You wouldn’t be dragging me!”

“You are not coming!” snapped Thomas. “They’re probably already looking for you and scared out of their wits! I won’t make it worse for them!”

“But you’ll make it worse for me?” Eileen demanded.

“Worse than being gang-raped by a troop of soldiers?” Henry asked, his voice quiet. “And being left to die screaming in a ditch?”

Eileen faltered. “You don’t know those things will happen.”

“Those things always happen in war,” said Henry. “And if we lose, they will most likely happen to you.”

Eileen looked for something else to say, but couldn’t find it. Henry took advantage of the silence. “We can’t leave Eileen here in the city by herself. If her father doesn’t show up in the next three days, we’ll put her on a raft to Elmvale.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “And if he does, I might just recruit him.”

“Don’t you dare!” said Eileen. “Not unless you’re taking me with you.”

“Which I am not.”

“We’ll see,” said Eileen.

Henry smoothly changed the topic, telling Eileen tales of the Academy, including several about Thomas that he’d hoped Eileen would never hear. They served their purpose, though, making Eileen laugh in spite of herself and lightening the mood all around. Thomas got his revenge with a couple of stories on Henry that nearly made Eileen choke on her beer. When the last of the food and drink was cleared away, Henry purchased a torch to light their way and led them out of the inn and into the cold night once more. Instead of guiding them back to the apartment, though, he led them in the opposite direction.

“Where to?” asked Thomas. “Another tavern?”

“Yes,” said Henry. “But not immediately. There is a theatre in the southern quarter that performs at night.”

“At night?” Eileen was sceptical. “How do you see the actors?”

“Candles and lamps,” said Henry. “Lots of each.”

“Sounds expensive,” said Thomas.

“It is,” said Henry. “But I’m buying.”

The south quarter was dominated by the king’s palace. The wide, tree-lined streets around it were well-maintained and free of garbage. Large buildings stood in neat rows. Some of them were government offices, where men kept track of taxes and tariffs and all the other business of the kingdom. Others were homes; manors for the well-to-do who judged their worth by their proximity to royalty, and whose fences stood high to keep outsiders from seeing into their grounds. The few businesses here were of the sort not patronized by the poorer classes. In short order they passed three goldsmiths, a pair of clothiers—one for men, one for women—and a wine merchant whose sign boasted imported and exotic wines. All the shops had their shutters closed for the night, but Thomas had no doubt that the wares behind their windows were as expensive as the land they stood upon.

“I wonder how much the dresses in there would cost.” Eileen pointed at the dress shop.

“More than anything that’s made from my father’s cloth, I would guess,” said Thomas. “More money than we’ll ever see.”

“More money than you’ll ever see,” corrected Henry. “Some of us are lords, you know.”

Thomas found his eyebrows rising. “Henry, in the two years I lived with you, you didn’t have two coppers to rub together. Since when do you have money?”

“Since I became an emissary for my father,” said Henry. “One must have money to purchase supplies, to wine and dine ship captains and nobility and—”

“Henry,” Thomas interrupted, “there are three men ahead.”

Henry looked ahead, but the light of the torch didn’t penetrate that far. “Any weapons?”

Thomas’s ability to see magic extended to the magic that made things alive. He could see the inner lights of the men, swirling in reds and yellows that faintly illuminated the street in front of them. 

“Can’t tell yet,” said Thomas. “But if they weren’t up to no good…”

“They would have a light,” finished Henry.

“Any place to go around here?” Thomas asked. He glanced behind them. “Oh, by the Four.”

“What?” asked Eileen.

“There’s three more behind us.”

Henry swore and drew his rapier and dagger. Thomas and Eileen each drew their own blades as light brightened the street in front of them. The men had opened lanterns and were walking towards them, spreading out to block the street. All of them had swords in their hands.

“They’ll try to distract us with the light so their friends can get us from behind,” said Thomas to Eileen.

“Oh.” Eileen looked pale. “What do we do?”

“Charge the ones behind us,” said Henry. “But first, scream.”

“What?”

“Loud as you can! Now!”

Eileen screamed, loud and long, her voice filling the streets and echoing off the buildings. The men before them froze.

“Behind!” shouted Henry, turning and charging. “Get them!”

Henry let out a war-cry that echoed nearly as loud as Eileen’s scream and charged at the nearest of them, with Thomas and Eileen only a step behind. Henry smashed his opponent’s blade out of the way with his torch and lunged forward with his sword. The second man charged at Thomas, but wasn’t nearly the swordsman that Thomas was. In three moves Thomas parried the man’s attack, opened up one of his legs and slashed his wrist, sending the man’s rapier skidding into the street. The man fell back, swearing and crying in pain.

Thomas turned and the light from the nearest man’s lantern dazzled him. He leapt back, hearing the other man’s blade whistle through the air where he had been standing. Thomas slashed at the lamp, trying to knock it out of his opponent’s hand. The light bobbed as the man dodged away.

The shrill call of a whistle pierced the air. One of the attackers shouted, “The watch!”

Thomas’s opponent threw his lamp at Thomas’s head and ran. Thomas ducked and lunged forward, trying for one last thrust and missing. The men fled into the night. Thomas turned away, looking for Eileen. She was standing, breathing heavily, her blades still raised in guard. She wasn’t hurt. Henry’s attackers had also fled, leaving only blood on Henry’s blade and dark puddles on the ground.

The watch rounded the corner—ten men in dull brown, cudgels and lanterns in hand. The man in front wore a white tabard over his jacket. He blew his whistle one more time, then shouted, “Swords down!”

“Get them!” Henry shouted, pointing in the direction their attackers had fled. At an order from the man in the white tabard, half the watch ran after the attackers while the others surrounded the three friends.

Thomas cleaned his rapier off with his handkerchief and sheathed it and his dagger. Henry did the same. Eileen didn’t move, still staring after the men.

“You,” said the watchman in the white tabard, looking at Eileen. “Put them away.”

“Eileen!” Thomas called. “It’s over.”

“Eileen?” repeated the captain of the watch. “She’s a girl?”

Thomas took no notice of him. He reached out and put a hand on Eileen’s shoulder. Eileen took a deep shuddering breath and lowered her blades. A moment later she sheathed them.

“Are you all right?” Thomas asked.

Eileen nodded. “I am.” A grin broke over her face. “I really am.”

“Now, what’s going on here?” demanded the watchman in the white tabard. He was a beefy, red-faced man and he looked quite displeased.

“We were attacked,” said Henry. “Six of them.”

“Three with lanterns,” added Thomas.

“Robbers, were they?” The watchman sounded unconvinced. “Don’t get many of that type over here. They usually hang around in the poor quarter.” He frowned at the three of them. “What are you lot doing in this part of the city anyway? And why is she dressed as a boy?”

“We’re going to the theatre,” said Henry.

After a moment’s silence, the watch captain realized no one was going to answer his second question. He narrowed his eyes at Henry. “Students can’t afford the theatre.”

“How did you know we were students?” asked Thomas.

“Two young men and a girl dressed as a boy, all with rapiers, out at night making trouble in a quiet neighbourhood?” said the watchman. “What else would you be?”

“He is a student,” said Henry, pointing at Thomas. “I am Henry Antonius, son of Duke Antonius of Frostmire.” He raised one hand, and Thomas could see the glitter of the large ring on his finger. “This is his signet. And I can afford the theatre, which is where I was taking my friends when we were attacked.”

“Aye?” said the watchman, looking at the ring. “Looks like a signet, right enough.”

“It is,” said Henry. “Now, if you will excuse us…”

The watchman stood his ground. “I still don’t understand why these types would be in this neighbourhood, Lord Henry,” said the man, with just enough emphasis on the word to make sure Henry knew he was not impressed.

“Well, when you find out, let me know,” said Henry. He turned to Thomas and Eileen. “Come on.”

“I didn’t say you could leave,” said the watchman.

“I didn’t ask,” said Henry. “We will be at the Residence.”

“The Residence?” the chief of the watch’s eyebrows rose. He called three of his men over. “Escort them to the Residence. If they are who they say, see them safely inside before you leave.”

“Thank you,” said Henry.

“If they’re not, take them to the gaol.”

Henry ignored the watchman, looking instead to Eileen and Thomas. “Come on. I need to have a discussion with Sir Martin.”


4

Henry stayed silent until they reached the Residence. It was a large, regal-looking building only a block from the palace itself, built to house visiting dignitaries. Two guards flanked the very ornate, very tall double doors at the entry, and bowed when Henry stepped forward. One knocked at the door and a moment later it swung open. On the other side was a man who had a bearing similar to Brian, the butler at Thomas’s house, only a great deal haughtier. Henry walked in, tossing his cloak at the man.

“These two are with me,” Henry said. “Where is the rest of my party?”

“In the Rose Room,” said the man, catching the cloak and handing it to a footman without batting an eyelid or losing the slightest bit of his bearing. “Shall I take your sword, my lord?”

“Most certainly not,” said Henry. “Thomas, Alex, with me.”

The front hall was extravagant. A chandelier of at least fifty candles lit the room. The floor was marble, the stones laid out to perfectly follow the original grain of the rock, and polished bright. Henry strode through it without even wiping his boots, Thomas and Eileen hard on his heels. 

Henry led them past a sweeping staircase that split halfway up to reach two balconies above and through a pair of smaller, ornate doors that led to a long, scrupulously neat and well-decorated hallway. Halfway down were yet another set of double doors. He threw them open and went in, drawing his rapier and dagger as he went. There was a shout from within. Thomas and Eileen drew their own blades and charged in behind him.

Henry was already halfway across the room, circling around a long, polished table holding the remains of a substantial dinner and a half-dozen bottles of wine. A dozen men, Sir Martin among them, were stumbling to their feet, staring at Henry.

“My lord,” said a large man dressed in deep red velvet from his spot near the head of the table, “What is it that you—”

Henry only stopped advancing when the point of his rapier was directly under Martin’s chin. “I seek a traitor.”

“I am no traitor,” said Martin, not backing away.

“I didn’t say it was you,” said Henry.

“Since your sword is at my throat I thought it a fair conclusion.” Martin’s tone was as condescending as one could manage under the circumstances. “Forgive my assumption.”

“Where have you been today, Sir Martin?” said Henry. “Before and after you came and spoke to me, where were you?”

“Here, Lord Henry,” said Martin, still not batting an eye.

“And I should believe that?”

“I haven’t left the Residence save to seek you,” said Martin. “And since you had no desire to listen to me about which allies to seek,” he took a moment to sneer at Thomas and Eileen, “I came back and stayed here.”

“I must ask, Lord Henry,” said the fat man near the head of the table, “who are these two, and why do they have drawn swords?”

“They’ve drawn because I have,” said Henry, his blade not wavering. “And they will remain drawn until I am satisfied. Who else did you talk to, Martin, when you came looking for me?”

“Your brother won’t be pleased if you kill me,” said Martin, his tone unchanged.

“I’ll give him a heartfelt apology.”

“He spoke to no one, my lord,” said another man, similar to Martin in build and dress. “I was with him the entire time, save when he went into the private room with you. He couldn’t have spoken to anyone without my seeing it.”

Henry’s eyes narrowed; the rapier remained at Martin’s throat.

Martin took a long, slow glance down at the blade, then back up at Henry. “I believe you owe me an apology.”

Henry didn’t blink. “You are confined to this building for the remainder of our stay. If you leave, I will ask the chancellor to order your execution.”

“On what grounds?” Martin demanded.

“Because I wish it.” Henry pulled the sword away and sheathed it in one motion, then turned to the table. He picked up the first bottle in reach and raised it to the light. It was empty. Henry hurled it into the fireplace, shattering it on the fire-burnt brick. Two other bottles soon followed the first. The fourth had wine in it. He looked to the man who had spoken in Sir Martin’s defence. “Have we three clean glasses, Sir Patrick?” he asked. “We are very much in need of a drink.”

The knight bowed and stepped away to a sideboard. All the others around the table visibly relaxed. Thomas realized his blades were still in his hands, and sheathed them. Eileen did the same a moment later.

Patrick came back with three glasses, and Henry divided the last of the wine among them. Patrick carried two to Eileen and Thomas, who took them warily. All eyes were still on Henry as the young lord raised his glass. “To death.”

“Death, Lord Henry?” the fat man repeated.

Henry drank the wine off in one swallow. “Someone tried to kill us tonight. Six on foot, with lanterns.”

Sir Martin turned pale, then red. “And you think I hired them?”

“Who else?”

“Your brother has no design on your life,” said Martin, his voice cold and hard.

“He would have my elder brother’s place,” said Henry. “Perhaps he thinks I’m in the way.”

“He thinks,” said Martin, “that you are inconsequential. Your brother’s seat doesn’t pass to Lord John if you die.”

“Get out,” said Henry. He turned his back on Martin and bowed slightly to the others. “The rest of you I must also ask to leave, save the barons, and Sir Lawrence. Henry looked over his shoulder at Sir Lawrence. “For some reason I feel the need for a guard.”

Sir Lawrence bowed, then went to the far wall, where a line of swords in their scabbards hung on pegs. He took one down and hung it from his belt, then went to stand behind Henry. The others bowed, collected their weapons and took their leave, brushing past Eileen, who was still standing in the doorway. Sir Martin, his jaw set and his face red, left last, taking the time to put the sword on before stepping out of the room. The fat man and another, shorter and slightly less stout man maintained their places.

“Close the door, Alex,” said Henry. Eileen did. Henry took off his sword-belt and seated himself at the head of the table.

The smaller man looked over Thomas and Eileen. “So, is one of these two…?” He didn’t finish the sentence, but looked at Henry pointedly.

“They both are,” said Henry. “Thomas was one of the two men. Alex there is the girl, Eileen.” He waved Thomas and Eileen towards two of the vacant chairs. “Sit, you two.”

Both the barons and Lawrence stared at Eileen in surprise. The larger of the two men recovered first and bowed to them as Thomas and Eileen took off their own swords and sat at the table. “I am Baron Cavish. My lands are the most southern of the duchy. I chose to escort Lord Henry here to see about securing more supplies for our castle, should it become the last point of retreat.”

“And I am Baron Meekin,” said the other. “My lands lie furthest north, and have been over-run by the invaders.” He looked closer at Thomas. “Is what Lord Henry says true?”

“Occasionally,” said Thomas, making both barons’ eyebrows rise. “What’s he saying?”

“That the bishop used magic against you,” said Baron Cavish. “And that you defeated the bishop’s men and then defeated the bishop.”

“They know all about the bishop’s magic,” said Henry, emphasizing the word enough for Thomas to know whose magic the men did not know about. “All the northern lords do. And of course, my father knows all the details.”

Of course he does, thought Thomas. Otherwise he probably wouldn’t have sent Henry down here in the first place. To the baron he said, “Yes, the bishop used magic, and yes, we defeated him.” He remembered Benjamin, lying on the ground in the midst of the standing stones. “There were five of us, though.”

“Is it true the bishop threw fire?” asked Baron Meekin.

“It is,” said Thomas.

“And you survived?”

“He didn’t throw it very well.”

Meekin chuckled at that. Baron Cavish shook his head. “I can scarce credit it.”

“Baron Cavish has not come under attack yet,” said Meekin. “He has only heard stories of what these attackers do. I lost my town to them.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Thomas.

“Have you agreed to come north, then, Master Thomas?” asked Cavish.

“I have,” said Thomas. “Though my father may follow and drag me back to my studies.”

Cavish chuckled, this time. “I would, were you my son.”

“And is Eileen joining us as well?” asked Meekin, sounding rather disapproving.

“No,” said Thomas, before Eileen could answer. “Eileen’s parents don’t even know she’s here. If they find out I’ve taken her north, I’ll never be able to go home again.”

“Your parents don’t know where you are?” said Cavish, looking appalled. “How did you get here?”

“Boat,” said Eileen. “Then walked.”

“But...” The baron was practically stuttering. “Why?”

“To go to the Academy.”

“You?” asked Cavish, laughing.

“Me,” said Eileen, glaring at Thomas. “And I’ll come north, if you let me.”

“It is better you don’t, child,” said Meekin. “The raiders are not gentle with women.”

“Also, I should feel most upset if George was required to pull my head off because his little sister was hurt while under my protection,” said Henry.

Eileen crossed her arms and looked at the table. Her expression spoke volumes. Thomas rose to his feet. “I think Eileen and I should make our way home. It will be a long day tomorrow, and we should get some rest.”

“The girl is staying with you?” Baron Meekin looked positively affronted at the news.

“In her own room,” said Thomas, feeling suddenly defensive. “She has to stay somewhere.”

“She can stay here,” said Henry. “And so can you.”

“Henry—”

“Lord Henry,” corrected Henry. “You’ll have to respect to my rank when you come north.” He smiled. “Better get used to it now.”

“Of course, Lord Henry,” said Thomas. “But I think that we—”

“And that includes obeying my commands,” said Henry, smiling even wider.

You son of a... Thomas managed a smile back, and hoped Henry could read the mayhem in it. 

“I don’t have to obey your orders unless you’re taking me with you,” said Eileen, rising to her feet. “And if you’re not, there’s nothing you can say to make me want to stay here.”

Henry didn’t blink an eye. “How about a bath?”

Eileen started to draw breath to refuse.

“A large, private bath,” Henry continued, “with bath salts. And a warm, dry robe to wear in front of the fireplace of your warm, private room with a very large, very comfortable bed.”

Eileen bit her lip. Henry kept going. 

“And a set of new, clean clothes. And the ones you are wearing now washed and cleaned for you by morning.”

“I’d take it,” said Meekin. “It’s better than walking home in the cold.”

“I’ll even make Thomas take a bath, too,” said Henry. “As he most certainly needs one.”

“Hey!”

Eileen ignored Thomas’s protest, instead glaring at Henry. He waited, smiling. Finally, she gave in. “All right. I’ll stay.”

“Wonderful!” Henry bounced to his feet, went to the bell and rang it. A servant appeared at once. “Rooms,” said Henry. “One for each of these two, plus baths, fresh clothes and breakfast in the morning, please.” He held out a hand to Eileen. “My lady?”

Eileen ignored it. “I’m still coming with you.”

“No you’re not,” said Henry, still smiling. “Now off with you, and clean off that dirt that’s smudging your pretty face.”

“Oh!” Eileen picked up her sword-belt and started toward the door. Thomas followed, his own sword-belt in hand. He waited until the doors closed behind them. “Leave it to Henry to find your weakness.”

“If he thinks he’s getting rid of me this easily, he’s mistaken.”

Thomas sighed. “You can’t come, Eileen.”

“Why not?” she demanded, her voice getting louder with each word. “What am I supposed to do? Go home?”

“Yes!”

“But I don’t want to!” Eileen stopped in the middle of the hall. The servant moved a discreet distance away and became extremely interested in polishing a candle sconce with his handkerchief as Eileen rounded on Thomas. “You saw me tonight! I can fight!”

“It was your first real fight,” said Thomas. “And you were lucky they weren’t that good or they would have killed you.”

“The only real fights you’ve been in were against the bishop!”

“Aye, but I’ve had four years of training. You’ve had three months!”

“But I need to go!”

“Well, you can’t!” Thomas headed down the hall towards the servant. 

“Thomas!”

Thomas forced himself not to turn back. “Please take us to our rooms.” 

The servant hesitated only a moment. “This way, if you please.”

Thomas followed him and a few moments later heard Eileen do the same. The servant led them upstairs to a pair of luxurious rooms and, promising their baths would be soon available, bowed and left. Thomas looked back at Eileen, standing in her doorway. She glared at him, then stepped inside and slammed the door shut. Thomas glared at where she had been standing, then went to his own room, closing the door behind himself a little more firmly than necessary.
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It took Thomas a fair while to fall asleep, even after the hot bath and a glass of mulled wine. He drank it while staring at the fire and brooding about Eileen. If only the girl would see reason, everything would be much easier. Of course, if she would see reason, she wouldn’t be Eileen.

When sleep finally came, Thomas found himself standing on a frozen hill looking down on the corpses of all those he’d ever cared for, listening to far off drumming that metamorphosed itself into the sound of loud knocking on his door. Thomas woke up and blinked at the sunlight streaming in through the window. The knocking continued—quiet, polite, and insistent. Thomas forced himself out of bed, wrapped a blanket around his body, and stumbled to the door. When he opened it, the servant on the other side bowed and handed Thomas a bundle: his own clothes, clean and dry, and a suit of much finer fabric that would not look out of place at court. “Lord Henry sends his compliments and asks you to join him for breakfast.”

“Of course,” said Thomas. “What is the time?”

“The morning bells have rung,” said the servant. “The sun has been up for perhaps two hours.”

There was no way he was going to make his morning classes, Thomas realized. But then, he wasn’t going to make any other classes either, so it hardly mattered. He thanked the servant, closed the door, and stumbled to the wash-basin to scrub the sleep off his face.

A short while later, leaving the fancy clothes behind in favour of his own and carrying his sword-belt in his hand, Thomas followed the servant to the large dining room where Henry had faced off with Sir Martin the night before. Henry and his courtiers were already there eating a substantial breakfast. Eileen was there as well, sitting two seats down on Henry’s left. She, too, had dressed in her clothing from the night before, and her sword hung on the back of her chair. The seat to her right was empty, putting Thomas directly between her and Henry. Baron Cavish sat directly beside Henry on the right, and Sir Lawrence directly beside the baron. Henry was making it very clear who his favourites were. Thomas scanned the table and found Sir Martin sitting at the furthest possible seat, his countenance carefully bland.

“Good morning, Thomas,” said Henry. “Join us.”

Thomas did, hanging his sword on the chair. Eileen didn’t say “good morning” or smile at him, just gave him a glare before turning her attention back to her food. It was the largest breakfast Thomas had seen in his life. The others had already dug into the food and Thomas, guessing that little conversation was going to occur until everyone was finished eating, did likewise. He was well stuffed before he’d tried even half the dishes. Eileen spent more time playing with her food than eating it.

“The chancellor is speaking to the king this morning,” said Henry around a mouthful of sausage. “Hopefully that will get us in to the king this afternoon or tomorrow. Once that audience is over, we leave.” He swallowed. “I’m speaking to the principal of the Academy this morning, and hope to address the students this afternoon or tomorrow.”

“How many of them will come?” asked Cavish.

“Not many,” said Henry. “We’ll get maybe a hundred interested, and of those only half will know how to use their swords properly. Of those, only half will be able to get permission to leave.”

“So maybe twenty-five men?”

“Barely men,” said Baron Meekin. “They start the Academy at fourteen, don’t they?”

“We won’t take any younger than sixteen,” said Henry. “And all that come will have fencing experience.”

“But not battle experience,” said Cavish.

“None of the men we find will have battle experience,” said a burly fellow with a greying beard—Sir Patrick, Thomas remembered. “The South has been peaceful for a long time. The best we can hope for is some weapons training among the students, and some battle discipline from the soldiers.”

“And what will you two be doing this day?” asked Henry, looking at Thomas and Eileen.

“Making arrangements,” said Thomas. “If Eileen is staying here until her father comes for her, I need to leave a note at the apartment. Also, I should collect some things,” he added, thinking of the spell books secured inside the wall of his room.

“Eileen?” repeated Sir Patrick.

“Me,” snapped Eileen. “I’m a girl.”

“A girl?” Patrick’s eyes went wide. “Dressed as a boy and carrying a sword? If my daughter did that, I’d…” He shook his head. “I can’t even think of what I’d do.”

“Well, you’d better think fast, Patrick,” said the man across from him. “She’s getting of an age.”

“The Father save us, I hope not!” said Patrick, fervently.

A chuckle made its way around the table.

“You’ll need winter clothes,” Henry said to Thomas. “Frostmire is unfortunately prone to living up to its name.” Another round of chuckles circled the table. “There was snow on the ground when we left.”

“Wonderful,” said Thomas.

“Sir Michael,” Henry gestured to the man who had joked with Sir Patrick moments before. “Would you take Thomas shopping?”

“In a few hours, if I may, Lord Henry,” said Michael. “I still have some matters to square away with the shipmasters who are bringing supplies north for us.”

“Afternoon is fine,” said Thomas. “It will give me time to get organized.”

“Here,” Henry tossed a purse on the table in front of Thomas. “For the winter gear you’ll need, as well as a horse and tack once we land in Weaversland. And this,” Henry slid a letter across the table, “is for your father.”

Thomas looked at the letter in surprise, then at Henry. The young lord smiled. “I didn’t think that a letter from you saying that you’ve left school would endear you to him. That one has the seal of Frostmire on it, and a very well-written apology for requiring your services.”

“Thank you, Henry,” said Thomas. “I’ll still need to write my own, but this will help.”

“You’re welcome,” said Henry. “And now, we should all be about our business.” He stood, and the rest of his company rose to its feet. Thomas and Eileen followed suit a moment later. “We’ll meet back here by end of day, gentlemen. With luck, we will have the answer we want from the king and the things we’ll need from the merchants.”

He left, Lawrence and Cavish following in his wake. Michael approached Thomas while the others headed out the door. “Lord Henry showed me your apartments yesterday morning. I’ll meet you there after the noon bell.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas. The man bowed slightly, then left. Thomas looked to Eileen. “Did you want to come with me?”

“No,” said Eileen. “But there’s nothing else to do and I’m not going to sit here.”

Thomas sighed. “Are you going to be like this all day?”

“Like what?”

Thomas felt his jaw tighten, but it wasn’t worth the argument. “Let’s go.”

The street outside was busy. Well-dressed men—lawyers, for the most part, to judge by their clothes—moved purposely to or from their appointments in the palace environs. Across the street, a group of merchants stood talking to one another, rubbing their hands together to keep warm. The air was brisk, and once more Thomas regretted not owning a warmer cloak. Eileen’s clothes were lighter, and her cloak hardly warm at all. After a block, Thomas put his cloak over her shoulders, doing his best to ignore the chill that sank through his thin coat. Eileen nearly pushed it off, but Thomas held it on her shoulders. “It’s too cold to fight about it here,” he said. “Come on.”

Eileen glared at him again, but wrapped the cloak around herself and followed him from the clean-swept area around the residence, through busy streets of merchants and tradesmen, and through the poorer residential neighbourhoods inside the walls. The streets had garbage in them and beggars sat on the road calling for coins. Men and women moved about quickly, shivering as they made their way to their work and moving reluctantly aside for the occasional carriage or horseman. The buildings were crowded close together, and one had to step carefully to avoid the sewers. They reached the student quarter in a half hour of brisk walking.

“Where to now?” Eileen asked.

“There’s a bindery nearby,” said Thomas. “I need to find a good, thick journal to use on the trip.”

“For your—” Eileen stopped herself, “for your writings?”

Thomas smiled. “Aye, for them. I’ll take the four I’ve got, but I’ll need another one to condense down what’s useful from the other books.” He looked around, orienting himself. “This way.”

“Will it be warm there?” Eileen asked, wrapping her arms around her body.

“I hope so,” said Thomas, who had been working very hard at not feeling the cold. “We should get you a proper winter coat.” 

“I don’t have any money,” said Eileen.

“I do,” said Thomas. “I’ll get some out of the Academy bank this afternoon. We’ll find something you can wear all winter.”

“Why? It’s not like I’m going anywhere,” she said, wrapping her arms tighter around herself. “I’m not going to be allowed out of the house.”

Thomas forbore mentioning that it was all her own fault, and led Eileen down a set of winding streets mostly lined with houses. He found the bindery, set in a dead-end residential street near the Academy. Most of the stock was cheap journals and notebooks for students. The shopkeeper was a quiet man who listened to what Thomas wanted, then came out with a thick journal, bound in leather with a brass buckle to hold it closed.

“Perfect,” said Thomas, buying it along with a set of quills and several pots of ink. He thanked the shopkeeper and led Eileen back out. They passed a group of merchants, standing together and talking quietly. Thomas thought it was odd to see merchants in that neighbourhood, but didn’t think any more about it until he and Eileen were out onto the main thoroughfare once more.

“Those men,” said Eileen in a low voice. “They followed us.”

“What?” Thomas looked back over his shoulder. The men were ten yards behind, walking slowly after them. 

“The one in the brown cloak was standing across the street from the Residence this morning.” 

“I barely noticed them,” said Thomas, looking back again. “Are you sure?”

“They were standing in front of a shop window with a really pretty dress in it.” Eileen sounded slightly embarrassed. “I noticed them because they were in the way.”

Thomas looked over his shoulder again. The men behind them didn’t seem in any hurry to go anywhere. Still…

Thomas took Eileen’s hand, half-expecting her to pull away. Instead, she let him lead her off the main street. Thomas ducked into an alley and started running. Eileen kept pace. Several streets and turns later, they were in the market square. Thomas quickly led them deep into the crowd.

“If anyone is following us, they’ll have a miserable time trying to do it here,” said Thomas.

Eileen looked over her shoulder. “I don’t see them.”

“Good. Now come on. Let’s get lunch. Roast chicken if we can find it, meat pie if we can’t, and a nice bottle of good wine.”

Eileen glared at him. “I’m still mad at you.”

“I know,” said Thomas. “But there’s no sense starving over it.”

Thomas took a moment to buy a basket before they descended on a stall with a glowing stove and turning spits, and came away with a chicken and some potatoes. From another stall they bought a loaf of bread and some dessert pastries, and from a third a bottle of wine to wash it down. Eileen and Thomas made their way across the square, through a pair of side streets, and back to the apartment. Thomas kept an eye over his shoulder but saw no one pursuing them.

There were three very familiar horses tied up on the rail outside Thomas’s building.

“Oh, no,” said Eileen.

“By the Four, they made good time,” said Thomas. Biter, his own horse that he’d left in Elmvale, recognized him and butted its head against him. He rubbed the animal’s nose, then looked at Eileen. “George and your father both, then,” said Thomas.

“Or mother and father,” said Eileen, “and the third one for me.” Tears started down her face. “They are going to be so angry. How long do you think they’ve been here?”

“Could have been any time since last night,” said Thomas, taking one of her trembling hands in his own. Remembering Lionel’s temper, he wasn’t feeling too steady himself. He hoped they hadn’t arrived the night previous. Explaining things was going to be difficult enough without having to explain why they hadn’t come home.

“What do we do?” asked Eileen, her voice small and shaky.

“What else is there to do?” said Thomas. “We go up.”

Eileen was trembling harder, now. “He’ll kill me.”

“He’s ridden too far to kill you,” said Thomas, making himself believe it. “He’s not going to be at all pleasant, but he won’t kill you.”

“He will,” Eileen insisted. “He’ll be so angry.”

“I won’t let him hurt you.” Thomas knew the words were fairly empty. Lionel was larger than George, his son, and strong from years working at the forge. If Lionel wanted Thomas out of the way, all he would have to do was push.

Nothing for it, though. “Come on. The longer we wait, the worse it gets.”

Thomas gripped her hand tightly and led her up the stairs. The climb to the top floor felt like a walk to the gallows. The door to his apartment was slightly open. Thomas was sure he’d locked it, but given how well the two men worked with metal, he had no doubt that either could have opened it. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to get a new door.

“Right,” said Thomas, letting go of Eileen’s hand and putting their lunch down on the balcony. “Stay outside until I call.” Eileen nodded, pale and trembling, and stepped out of sight of the door. Thomas took a deep breath and stepped into the apartment.

Inside, George and Lionel sat at the table, dwarfing the chairs with their bulk. Lionel looked even bigger than Thomas remembered, and both men looked rough, their clothes dirty, their faces unshaven, as if they’d ridden the whole way without stopping. Both turned their heads when the door opened, and rose the moment they saw Thomas.

“Where is she?” demanded Lionel, his voice hoarse with worry and anger. “Her clothes are here. Where is she?”

“On the other side of the door,” said Thomas, stepping into the room.

“The other side of the…” Lionel spoke through clenched teeth, his face growing redder with every word. “And why is she not coming in?”

“She’s frightened,” said Thomas, feeling fairly scared himself.

“Frightened?” George roared, making Thomas jump. “She can ask her mother what it is to be frightened! Twelve days with no word! Twelve days wondering if she’s alive or dead!”

“She knows—” began Thomas.

“She does not!” George was raging, now. “I knew she’d come here! She’s stubborn and stupid and…” He turned to the door and shouted, “What in the name of the Banished were you thinking?!”

“I don’t know,” said Eileen from the doorway. She held onto the frame with one hand and the handle of her rapier with the other, gripping it as if it were a talisman rather than a weapon. For the first time, she looked awkward in her boys’ clothes.

“Oh, thank the Four,” breathed Lionel. He collapsed to the table and put his head in his hands. “Oh, Gods…”

George took one look at his father’s shaking shoulders, then turned on Eileen. Thomas could see the force of will it took George not to grab his sister and shake her senseless.

“You…” George let out an explosive stream of invective loud enough to be heard at the Academy gates, and long enough that Thomas found himself admiring George’s creativity.

Eileen didn’t move or offer a single word of argument. Her eyes were on her father, still sitting at the table with his head in his hands. George, finally running out of words, shook his head in disgust and snapped, “Go to Da,” before shoving himself past Thomas and Eileen and out to the balcony.

Eileen went to her father, each step hesitant, and knelt slowly at his feet, her rapier touching the ground behind her. For a long time, neither one moved.

Eileen convulsed forward, arms wrapping around her father’s boots, face buried against his leg. “Oh, Da,” the word was sobbed out. “Please stop crying, Da. I’m all right. I’m sorry. Please, stop crying.”

Thomas felt his own eyes burning. He swiped at them with a sleeve, then turned away and went out to the balcony to face her brother.
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George was leaning against the balcony rail and shaking with anger. Thomas found his own place on the rail further down. It was a long time before George straightened up, longer still before he turned around. There was still no noise from inside the apartment, and Thomas guessed that neither father nor daughter had moved.

“What in the name of the Four was she thinking?” said George at last. “And what were you thinking taking her in?”

“What else could I do?” asked Thomas.

“Send her back! On the first boat heading up the river!”

“She only arrived two evenings ago,” said Thomas.

“And stayed here, did she?” snarled George. “You must have enjoyed that!”

Thomas straightened, willing down his own anger. “She stayed in Benjamin’s old room,” he said, keeping his voice even. “You know me better than that.”

“Do I?” demanded George. “You’re the reason she came here!”

“I am not!” snapped Thomas. “She came here because she wanted to go to the Academy!”

“Well, she can’t!”

“And that’s the problem!” Thomas forced himself to take a deep breath and lower his voice. “She wants to learn, George. And she can’t do it in Elmvale. So she came here.”

“Well, that was stupid of her!”

“Aye, it was! But it wasn’t my idea, so stop shouting at me!”

George growled at that but didn’t say anything else. He gripped the rail, staring down into the courtyard below. “I should go in there and—”

“Not yet,” said Thomas. “Let them have a moment.”

George fumed in silence and Thomas let him, moving down the balcony and wishing Eileen didn’t have his cloak. George, he noticed, was dressed for the weather. Thomas sighed.

A loud crash came from inside the apartment, followed immediately by a shriek from Eileen and a shout from Lionel. Thomas charged the door as Lionel shouted again. Another crash shook the room.

Inside, Lionel stood in front of Eileen, a table leg in his hand and dagger sticking out of his shoulder. Eileen, behind him, was bleeding from a cut on her arm and another on her breast. She had her rapier and dagger out and was trying to get around her father, who kept shoving her back. Four other men were crowding into the room from Thomas’s bedroom, swords drawn, looking for a way past the big smith and the table leg he wielded like a club. Another man lay half on the ground, half against the wall, his neck at an unnatural angle.

There was barely room for sword-work, but Thomas drew his blades anyway and charged, yelling as he went. Behind him, George let out a bellow that shook the room. Thomas took the first man on and drove him back, forcing his accomplices to move or be run over. Two more of the men turned their blades toward Thomas. For a brief moment Thomas faced the three at once, then a chair came hurling through the air from behind him, crashing into one of the men with enough force to send him staggering backwards. Lionel was on the man in an instant, smashing the table leg down on his skull hard enough that both broke. Eileen took the moment to step out and thrust her blade into the leg of another of Thomas’s opponents. The man shouted and cut at her with his own blade. She jumped back and Thomas ended the fight with a quick thrust at the man’s exposed side. He fell, dying, to the ground. The other two turned and ran, fighting each other to get back to Thomas’s room and the window that would lead them to the roof. 

“George, go see!” said Thomas, kicking the weapons away from the man on the ground in front of him.

George wrenched another leg off the upturned table and looked into Thomas’s room. “No one here. The window is broke open, though.”

“Da!” Eileen’s voice was high and fearful. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said, looking at his daughter. His eyes widened the moment he did. “You’re bleeding!”

“Me?” Eileen’s eyes were wide. “You have a dagger sticking out of you! Let me look at it!”

“It’s nothing you need to see. They’ve cut your…” Lionel stopped and looked away, red rising on his face. He shook his head. “We’ll need something for a bandage.”

Thomas looked. Eileen’s left arm was bleeding just above the elbow, and the cut on her chest had opened up her shirt, exposing the bloodied flesh of one breast. She was going to be scarred, Thomas realized.

“They’re scratches,” said Eileen, which wasn’t quite true. She sheathed her weapons and pressed on hand to the wound on her breast. “I’ll be fine. Your shoulder—”

“Is fine!”

“Neither of you is fine!” shouted Thomas. “George!” 

George came back in. “I didn’t see anyone on the roof. They must have run off.”

“Good,” said Thomas. “Get the robes from Henry’s room. We’ll use them for bandages.”

On the floor in front of him, the man he’d stabbed groaned and coughed, bringing up blood. Thomas knelt down. It was one of the men who had followed them earlier. His merchant clothes were gone and he looked like a street thug. The man’s eyes were open, but barely focused. He coughed again.

“Who are you?” asked Thomas. “Why did you attack her?”

The man’s face worked, then he spat, blood and spittle hitting Thomas’s shirt. He coughed again, a quick convulsion rolled through his body, and his head lolled loosely on his shoulders. Thomas stared at him a moment longer, then turned his attention back to Lionel and Eileen, neither of whom had moved. “Lionel, Eileen. Sit down.”

“I’m fine,” said Lionel, his tone leaving no doubt in Thomas’s mind that the opposite was true. “What’s going on, Thomas?” 

“I don’t know. They might be part of the same group that attacked Henry last night.”

“Henry?” said George, coming back in with one of Henry’s robes. “I thought he was up north.”

“He came back yesterday.”

“And already you’re in trouble?” asked Lionel.

“We were attacked,” corrected Thomas. “Last night, on the way to the theatre.”

Lionel frowned, then grimaced at the pain. “Is this to do with the mess this spring?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. I think it’s part of a new mess. Lionel was swaying where he stood. “You aren’t doing yourself any good with that knife in you. Sit down. Please.”

Lionel ignored Thomas, but Eileen put her hand on his arm and something in his daughter’s expression changed his mind. He picked up the chair George had thrown, groaning as he did, and sat on it. The large man took a deep breath and winced. “By the Four, I haven’t done that in twenty years,” he said, shaking his head. “Not since the last time bandits came to Elmvale. Didn’t know I still had it in me.”

“Thank the Four you did,” said Thomas. “Eileen, how are you?”

“It hurts like a demon,” said Eileen, taking the robe from George and pulling out her dagger. She started cutting strips from the cloth. “I can fix it, though.”

George stepped behind his father and looked at the blade. “How far is it in?”

“Far enough,” said Lionel, gritting his teeth.

Thomas looked. Three inches of thick blade were sticking out from the man’s back.

“What in the name of the Four…”

Thomas turned, his rapier coming up to guard. George raised the chair in his hands. Sir Michael stood in the doorway, eyes wide, hand going to the hilt of his own blade. Thomas lowered his weapons. “It’s all right. He’s one of Henry’s knights.”

“Henry’s knights?” Lionel frowned. “Why does Henry have knights?”

“He’s Lord Henry,” said Eileen. “Sir Michael, this is my father, Lionel. My brother, George.”

Michael ignored the introductions. “What happened?” he stepped into the room and looked at the corpses. “Who are these?”

“We don’t know,” said Thomas.

Michael looked at them. “The girl is hurt?”

“Not badly,” said Eileen, covering her breast with a folded strip of Henry’s robe. “My father is worse.”

“Your father?” Michael looked to Lionel, saw the dagger sticking out of him. “By the Four...”

“It’s all right,” said Lionel, wincing as he breathed in. “I’m thick-skinned.”

“We’ll take care of him,” said Thomas. “Can you get the watch?”

“The watch?” The knight looked at the bloody mess on the floor. “Aye, we’ll be wanting them. Wait here.”

He turned on his heel and left. The smell of blood and death was filling the room. Thomas looked to Eileen and George. “I think we should wait on the balcony.”

“Thomas!” Eileen gestured at the dagger protruding from her father’s back. “It’s cold out there. He doesn’t need to catch a chill.”

“He,” said Lionel, pulling himself to his feet, “will be perfectly fine outside. Better where the air is clear than in here with these three.”

“You shouldn’t be standing,” said Eileen, trying to step in his way.

“Well, bring the chair and I won’t be,” said Lionel. “George, give me a hand.”

George looked shocked at the request, but moved to his father’s side, taking his arm with one hand and the chair with the other. Eileen followed, holding a length of black cloth to her breast and wincing with the pain.

Outside the wind had risen again, making Thomas and Eileen shiver the moment they stepped out the door. George and Lionel didn’t seem to notice the cold. George put the chair down and Eileen glared at her father. “Now, sit.”

Lionel did as he was told. Thomas walked behind him and had a look at the dagger. It was in deep, buried in the flesh just outside Lionel’s shoulder-blade. Lionel’s breathing was tightly controlled, and the lines on his face were growing deeper with every passing moment. Thomas looked at George. “I’ll need help getting the dagger out.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Lionel. “You pull that out wrong and you’ll do more damage than it did on the way in.”

“Thomas can fix it,” said Eileen.

“Thomas is studying to be a lawyer, not a healer,” said Lionel. “Get me a healer.”

Thomas hesitated. Lionel had no idea that Thomas had magic, or that he could use it for healing. It was bad enough that Thomas had been courting Eileen. Letting Lionel know that his daughter’s sweetheart could use magic was something Thomas was pretty sure would add a whole new level of strain to their relationship. Worse, having the watch appear while he was healing the man would not do at all. Thomas sighed. “I’ll go get a healer, then.”

“What?” Eileen spun to face Thomas. “You do it!”

“A healer will do it better,” said Thomas. Eileen opened her mouth to say more and Thomas quickly cut her off. “There’s one a few blocks away. I can be there and back in no time at all. George, wrap it and keep pressure on it, will you?”

“Aye,” said George, though his expression mirrored his sister’s. “I’ll keep him still, don’t worry.”

“I’ll be back as fast as I can.”

Thomas turned and headed down the stairs. A moment later he heard footsteps behind him. He kept going, waiting until he was two floors down to face Eileen. She was livid.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, pain and anger making her voice a harsh whisper. “Heal him!”

“I can’t,” said Thomas. “Sir Michael saw that he was hurt.”

“So what?”

“So if he comes back and finds out he isn’t, he’s going to be suspicious, isn’t he?”

“So what?”

Thomas sighed. 

“If he was in danger, I would, but the dagger is in his muscle, not his organs, and the way he’s breathing, it didn’t go into his lungs. He’ll be fine.”

“He’s my father!”

“He’s not going to let me take care of him!” snapped Thomas. “Not without telling him about the magic, and then what do you think his reaction will be?”

Eileen opened her mouth, then closed it again. She still looked furious, but the beginning of resignation was showing in her face. Thomas took advantage of the moment. “Go sit with him. And take care of yourself, too. I’ll get the healer and be back before you know it.”

He turned and ran down the rest of the stairs. Eileen didn’t follow. Thomas could almost feel her eyes on him, though, and could see her betrayed expression in his mind as he ran across the courtyard. The horses were still saddled and ready to go, but Thomas left them behind. Running would be faster in the crowded streets.

The healer’s office was a storefront halfway down a narrow dead-end street off the market. The man had been a battlefield surgeon, and was expert at stitching up injuries. Thomas had been to see him once after a particularly embarrassing slip on the fencing floor had ended with a long a cut in his thigh. It had healed well, and left hardly any scar.

Thomas reached the healer’s office in short order and only slightly winded. He banged at the door. The pale, thin man who acted as the healer’s assistant opened it and glared at him. “Shh! He’s working!”

“I need his help,” said Thomas.

“Everyone needs his help.”

“The father of the girl I am courting has been stabbed in the back, while defending her life against five men who attacked us at my apartment.”

The thin man cocked his head. “I don’t think I’ve heard that one before. Come in.”

Thomas stepped inside. The door to the back room was open, and Thomas could see the healer—an average-sized man, his skin darker than most, with a shock of curly grey-streaked brown hair that stood around his head—lecturing his patient.

“And you a butcher, John!” the healer was saying. “Really! Careless, that’s what it is. Now hold still, we’re nearly done.”

The fat man, sitting in a chair beside the healer, grimaced but said nothing. The thin man crossed the room and whispered in the healer’s ear. The healer nodded distractedly at first, and then stopped what he was doing and looked toward Thomas. “Her father? Really?”

“Yes,” said Thomas.

“Unlucky,” said the man. “Is his life in danger?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“Was he conscious when you left him?”

“Aye.”

“Then he’ll wait a bit longer.” The man turned back to what he was doing, saying over his shoulder, “Robert, pack a bag.”

The thin man turned away and disappeared from sight. Thomas stood in the antechamber, trying not to hop from one foot to the other in impatience. The healer continued his stitching, moving at a steady, unhurried pace. At last, he tied off the final knot, turned, accepted the waiting bag from Robert, and stepped out of the surgery.

“Right, then, lead on.”

Thomas led on, the healer easily matching Thomas’s quick pace. When they turned the corner into the student quarter, the healer snorted. “Should have known you were a student. If it wasn’t for you lot, I wouldn’t have half the suturing practice I’ve had.”

Thomas didn’t bother replying. He led the healer into the courtyard of the apartments, and found it full of men. Some eight were dressed in the green and red of the guards of the Church of the High Father. Another six were wearing the brown of the city watch. The church guards were blocking the watchmen from going up the stairs, from the look of it, and the watch were none too pleased. Thomas sized up both groups while crossing the courtyard.

“Stop there,” said one of the church guards. “There’s been murder above.”

“I know,” said Thomas. “It was in my apartment. I’ve brought this healer to see to the wounded. Let us through, please.”

“Not unless you surrender your blades,” said the church guard. “Now.”

“No,” said Thomas. “Sir Michael will vouch for me.”

“Sir Michael did not come with us,” said one of the watch. “He told us what happened, and then rode off to speak to his lord. Are you Thomas?”

“I am.”

“Then you are to wait for Lord Henry’s arrival before doing anything more,” said the guard.

“I’ll not wait for Henry to get here before I get Lionel seen to,” said Thomas.

“And you’ll not do that until you surrender your blade.”

Thomas turned to the church guard. “Did Sir Michael summon you as well?”

“No,” said the guard. “Surrender your weapon or you won’t be allowed up.”

Thomas thought very quickly about who would have mentioned the murder to the church guards, and why. They had no jurisdiction over a civil matter—especially over the students, who were specifically answerable only to the king’s laws and not those of the Church of the High Father. Of course, if someone mentioned witchcraft…

As a student of the Royal Academy, Thomas was subject only to the laws of the king. The church guards had no authority over him—nor did the watch, for that matter. He turned to the watchmen. “Who is in charge?”

“I am,” said a thin man with a straggled moustache. “Captain Fergus.”

“These men have no jurisdiction here,” said Thomas. “They are blocking you from investigating a crime, and possibly destroying evidence of that crime while they do. Arrest them.”

Captain Fergus looked to the church guards, then back to Thomas. “There’s these eight and four more up above. We’ll not do well in a fight against them.”

“Oh, there’s no need to fight them,” said Thomas, looking at the church guards. “Tell them they are under arrest. Tell them to drop their weapons in the name of the king. When they refuse, blow your whistles and summon the rest of the watch.”

“You lot will be on the ground before that happens,” growled one of the church guards.

Thomas turned to the one who spoke. “And while they do that, I’ll be climbing up that stair there—” he gestured to the building opposite his own, “and ringing the bell on the top floor, which will bring about a hundred students here. All of whom no doubt remember the beginning of the summer when you lot attacked us in our apartments.”

“It wasn’t us,” said the guard. “Those were Bishop Malloy’s own.”

“A distinction I don’t think the students will make,” said Thomas.

The guards looked to one another, clearly nervous. Still, they held their ground. “We don’t move without orders from the commander,” said the same guard.

“And where is he?” asked Thomas.

“Upstairs.”

“Then get out of our way while we talk to him,” said Thomas. He turned to Captain Fergus. “If you would join me?”

The watchman took a long look at the guards on the stairs, then back at his own men. “If there’s any trouble, summon help,” he said to his men. “And one of you get up there and ring that bell.”

“Yes, sir.”

The watchman turned back to Thomas. “Let’s go, then.”

“If you’ll join us?” said Thomas to the healer. The man was not looking at all pleased, no doubt sensing that he was going to be in for more business in the very near future if things did not go well. Nonetheless, he followed as Thomas started walking forward. The church guards gave way grudgingly.

“The captain will have words with you,” said the one who’d spoke before. “Find out how you started this trouble in the first place.”

Why do people always assume I start the trouble? Thomas led the healer up the stairs. George, Lionel and Eileen were all still on the balcony. George had his hands on his father’s back, applying pressure to keep the wound from bleeding. He was glaring into the apartment. Lionel looked slightly more pale, but no more the worse for all that, and was staring through the doorway in confusion. Eileen had wrapped a cloth around her arm, and was pressing another against her breast. She looked as angry as her brother, and Thomas could see her hand twitching towards the grip of her rapier.

Thomas stepped over the trampled remains of his and Eileen’s lunch, and into the apartment. Inside, three men were systematically opening every cupboard and tossing the contents to the ground. Another was going through the bookshelves, opening up books and tossing them on the floor. The bodies laid where they had been left, ignored. As Thomas watched, the man at the bookshelves tossed a book over his shoulder. It landed in the pool of blood beside the man Lionel had clubbed to death.

“Who are you and what do you think you’re doing?” Thomas demanded.

All four men looked up in surprise. Three of them turned to the one who had been looking at the books. He was built square, like the Academy fencing master, with a thin moustache and goatee. He looked Thomas up and down before he settled his eyes on Thomas’s face. “Captain Dillman. And who are you?”

“Thomas Flarety,” said Thomas. “Those are my books you’re throwing on the floor.”

“Are they?” The man looked at the book in his hand. “Quite the eclectic collection.”

“Captain Dillman,” said Thomas, doing his best to imitate tone the Master of Laws took when he challenged students on their answers. “Why are your men preventing the watch from coming up?”

“I don’t want them interfering with our investigation,” said Captain Dillman.

“And what are you investigating that takes precedence over murder?” asked Captain Fergus.

“Witchcraft.”

Thomas felt his stomach sink. Behind him, he heard Eileen swear softly.

“Witchcraft?” repeated Captain Fergus. He looked to Thomas. “You didn’t say anything about witchcraft.”

“There was no witchcraft,” said Thomas. “That one was killed with a sword, that one with a table leg, and the third...” he took a moment to look at the man with the broken neck. “Well, I suppose Lionel killed him with his hands.”

“I am not talking about the fight,” said Captain Dillman. “We were informed this morning that you practise witchcraft in this apartment.”

“By whom?” asked Thomas.

“Not your concern.”

Captain Dillman held up the book he was reading and turning several pages. He stopped, then, looked closely at the page and read, “‘A charm for the even splitting of wood.’” He tossed the book beside the others on the floor and looked at Thomas. “Now, why would you have such a thing in your library?”

Thomas felt himself flush with anger. The other church guards had stopped what they were doing and were moving closer.

“Why should I not have such a thing in my library?” said Thomas. “It is a silly charm; part of an old superstition. Such things don’t matter.”

“In the eyes of the church they do,” said Captain Dillman.

“No, they don’t,” Thomas said, making his voice as hard and as cold as he could. “What matters to the church is whether or not there is proof of someone calling to the Banished for the power to enact such horrors as those practised by your late Bishop Malloy. That,” Thomas pointed at the book, “is a silly piece of folklore.”

“You quote the church law to me?” said Captain Dillman, his voice soft and very dangerous.

“Yes,” said Thomas, managing to keep his fear out of his voice. “Shall I also quote you the king’s laws about his students and whose jurisdiction they are under?”

“Don’t bother,” said Captain Dillman. “Explain it to the inquisitors when you speak to them.”

“I am not speaking—”

“You are,” said Captain Dillman, gesturing with one hand. All three of the guards drew swords. Behind him, Thomas heard Eileen gasp; heard George say, “What’s going on?”

“Stay where you are,” said Captain Dillman. “This young man is under arrest on suspicion of engaging in witchcraft. Any who aid him will join him.”

“Thomas?” George’s tone was unsure.

“They have no authority over me,” said Thomas. He looked at Captain Fergus. “Do they?”

“Not in judicial matters,” said Captain Fergus. “But this isn’t a judicial matter.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Thomas. “I’m a student of the Royal Academy. Any actions against me must be taken by the crown.”

“Don’t worry,” said Captain Dillman, smiling at Thomas. “We will inform the king in due course. Surrender your sword and come with us. Now.”

Thomas looked at the three men with their weapons drawn, their eyes on their commander. There was a slim chance he could have taken them if his own blades were already drawn, but as it was, he knew he would be cut down before he could do more than draw. And there were still eight more at the bottom of the stairs. Thomas turned to Eileen and George. Eileen had taken the cloth away from her breast and had her hands close to the hilts of her blades. George was frowning, and his hands were starting to clench.

They’ll be killed, if we start fighting now.

Thomas unbuckled his sword-belt and tossed the weapons to Eileen. “Keep these for me.”

Eileen’s mouth dropped open in shock even as she caught the weapons. George wore the same expression and for a brief moment Thomas could actually see the resemblance between them.

“A wise choice,” said Captain Dillman. He gestured again and two of the men took up positions on either side of Thomas. “Go with them. Don’t make a fuss.”

“Thomas?” George was looking very worried, now.

“It’s all right,” said Thomas. He turned on his heel as the men grabbed his arms and let them lead him out. He looked at Eileen again as he passed. Her face was white, his weapons belt clutched tightly in her hands. She mouthed, Henry?

Thomas nodded, and Eileen stepped back to let the three pass. Lionel rose when he saw Thomas being led out, much to the consternation of the healer, who had removed the knife and now struggled to keep a folded bandage pressed to the open wound.

“What’s going on?” Lionel demanded.

“Eileen will explain,” said Thomas, not breaking his stride. “Stay out of their way.”

He could feel the tension in the men as they started down the stairs. One went down in front, the other behind. Thomas considered for a moment breaking free of them, but knew that if he actually managed to escape, his friends would all be arrested and held until he came back. He kept pace with the man in front of him and made no sudden moves.

When he reached the ground floor, he heard Captain Fergus call down, “Let them pass! He’s arrested on church business!”

Thomas’s guards spoke to their companions at the bottom of the stairs, who quickly brought out two pairs of manacles. Thomas held still while the guards pulled his arms behind his back and bound his wrists, then his ankles. Four other guards, including the one who had challenged Thomas before, closed ranks around him. Two of them grabbed his elbows and hauled him forward, making him jog to keep up.

It was a pace Thomas knew he could not manage with the manacles on, and he had no doubt that the guards knew it, too. He tried slowing and got hit from behind, hard enough to send him sprawling into the gutter, leaving him scraped and wet and covered in the filth of the streets. 

They picked him up and made him run again. Thomas did his best to keep up. The people in the streets watched, but no one said anything. It was an unusual thing to see a man arrested by the church guards, but not unknown. The guards ignored the crowds, keeping their pace up and occasionally tripping Thomas. When he hit the ground he was hauled to his feet and set to run again. 

They crossed nearly half the city to a quadrangle of squat, brick buildings beside the Cathedral of the High Father. Benjamin had once told Thomas that they had been built to house the bureaucrats that the church needed to keep its empire organized. It was also where the church kept its prisoners.

They led him inside and down a hall, stopping to exchange words with guard at the door. It was a sizeable prison, Thomas realized once they hauled him down the stairs. The hallway was lit only by the light coming in from a single ground-level window.

The guards tossed him into an empty cell without bothering to take the manacles off. Thomas lay on the ground, waiting for someone to come.

No one did.
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The floor of the cell was cold against Thomas’s face.

Thomas sat up, trying to gauge the time by the light. His only window was in the cell door and it looked onto the hallway. What little light filtered in was thin indeed, but the fact that it was still coming in at all meant that night had not yet fallen.

His arms were excruciatingly sore. He shifted his shoulders, but it didn’t help. At least the manacles weren’t cutting off his circulation. Thomas was thankful—for that, and for the lack of rats, so far. He struggled to a kneeling position, then pushed himself up to his feet. Walking in short, awkward steps, he began to pace.

The cell was small, perhaps eight feet wide and twelve long, with a single large steel ring bolted into the floor close to the wall opposite the door. There was neither a hole nor a bucket for sanitary purposes, and no one had delivered any food or water.

Thomas wondered if Eileen had managed to get to Henry, and if Lionel was all right, and if George was planning to break him free.

He shifted and stretched his arms as much as he could. He managed to keep the blood flowing, but it didn’t relieve the pain in them. He paced back and forth across the cell a hundred times, from all different angles.

The last time he’d been in a prison, they’d brought him books and fed him well. Of course, that had been the student gaol, and he had been waiting for news of his innocence. This time, his gaolers were far less likely to be pleasant.

He wondered if they were going to let his arms free, or if he would have to relieve himself in his breeches.

Another hour or more passed before he heard the clank of the prison door opening, and many sets of footsteps approaching along the hallway. He was stunned to find himself hoping they were coming toward him.

They were. His door was unlocked and two guards with large, wooden clubs stepped inside. They took him by the arms and pinned him against the wall. Another pair of guards followed, armed like the first. The first of them brought a chair, which he set down inside the door. The second had a small writing table with quill, ink and paper that he placed directly in front of the chair. The two guards who had pushed Thomas against the wall pulled him to the metal ring on the floor. One knelt and undid the manacle on Thomas’s left leg. With a practised motion he threaded the chain through the ring in the floor and locked the manacle back around Thomas’s ankle.

The four guards walked out of the cell, leaving Thomas standing, chained to the floor. Thomas felt a shiver of fear run through him and did his best to suppress it.

 A moment later, a small man dressed as a priest of the High Father stepped inside, carrying a lamp. He took a seat at the desk, surveyed Thomas with look of disdain, then said, “I am Father Alphonse. You will answer all of my questions, and only my questions. You will do so truthfully, without pause or questioning back. Do you understand?”

Thomas nearly asked the man to release him, but he saved his breath, knowing it would do no good. “I understand.”

“Good.” The priest set the lamp down, picked up a quill, and dipped it in the ink. “Name.”

“Thomas Flarety.”

“Age?”

“Eighteen.”

“Profession?”

“Student.”

“Residence?”

“The Blackwell Apartments.”

“How long have you been practising witchcraft?”

And there it is. “I don’t practise witchcraft.”

He had expected some sort of a reaction from the man, but there was none, only the continuous scratching of his quill on the paper. “When did you first come to the city?”

“About four years ago, now,” said Thomas.

The man scratched some more. “And where did you come from?”

“Elmvale.”

“And how long did you live there?”

“Fourteen years.”

“And before that?”

“That’s the only place I lived.”

“And why did you leave it?”

“To be a student at the Royal Academy.”

“And how long ago was that?”

“You asked that already.”

The pen stopped scratching and the little man looked up. “Answer the question.”

Thomas sighed. His arms were cramping and pressure was building in his bladder. “About four years.”

“And was it in Elmvale where you started practising witchcraft?”

“I don’t practise witchcraft.”

And so it went for at least an hour. The man would ask a series of questions, some of them variations on questions he’d asked before, others new and at strange tangents that Thomas could make no sense of, and with questions about witchcraft peppered throughout. Thomas found his mind wandering, and had to focus hard to make sure he answered properly.

“The man who was stabbed in your apartment, what was his name?”

“Lionel.”

“And the other big man, the young one, what was his name?”

“George.”

“And the boy?”

Thomas nearly corrected the inquisitor, but caught himself. “Alexander.”

“And were Alexander and George present when you killed Bishop Malloy?”

“Yes.”

“Did you use witchcraft to kill Bishop Malloy?”

“No,” said Thomas, remembering the rapier thrust that had ended the man’s life.

“And why was Lionel here?”

“Alexander had run away from home. Lionel was here to get him.”

“And George?”

“Same reason as his father.”

“And do they know that you engage in unnatural relations with Alexander?”

“What?” Thomas was suddenly alert. “What?”

“Did Alexander run away to be with you?”

“No.”

“Why did he run away?”

“To go to the Academy.”

“How long have you been engaging in unnatural acts with him?”

The man waited calmly, pen above the paper, for his answer. Thomas stared at him. A moment later, despite the pain in his arms and his aching feet, Thomas began to laugh. It started as a giggle at the absurdity of it all, and grew to near hysterical proportions. He was aware of the little man sitting, staring, waiting for him, but he couldn’t stop. All of the emotional upheaval of the last two days flooded out of him. He kept laughing until tears were in his eyes and he nearly lost control of his aching bladder.

Still the little priest waited.

At last, Thomas managed to take some deep breaths and stand upright again. His inquisitor hadn’t moved. Thomas took some more breaths and stifled one last giggle. “I have never engaged in an unnatural act with Alexander,” he managed.

“Did you practise witchcraft with Alexander?”

Thomas sighed. “I have never practised witchcraft.”

The questioning went on for another hour. The same questions, repeated over and over in various order, all coming back to the central theme of witchcraft. Thomas’s shoulders burned from the manacles, his feet were sore from standing in place, and his bladder ached with the need for release. By the end, Thomas was bent over and cramping. The priest ignored his discomfort, only asking his questions and scratching down Thomas’s answers.

At last the little man stood up, gathered his papers together under one arm and picked up the lamp. “Guard.”

The four guards came in at once. Two held Thomas roughly by his arms while the other two removed the writing table and chair. The priest remained for a moment, looking at Thomas. “Is this all you have to say about your crimes?”

“I didn’t commit any crimes,” said Thomas.

The priest turned to go. “Leave him there.”

The guards let him go and stepped away. Thomas, now truly desperate, called out, “Stop!”

The priest turned back. Thomas did his best to straighten up against the pain. “I am a student of the Royal Academy of Learning. My arrest was illegal, my detainment is illegal. A representative of the king will come for me.”

“We have had students here before,” said the priest. “It takes a long time before one of them rates notice from the king.”

“He will be here in a day,” said Thomas. “And it would not look good on you if, during my illegal detainment, you allowed me to soil myself.”

“Ah,” said the priest. “Tell me something truthful and I will let you go.”

“I have said nothing but the truth,” said Thomas, keeping as much desperation out of his voice as possible.

The little priest shrugged and turned away. The guards followed him out and closed the door. Night had fallen, and Thomas was left standing, chained to the middle of the floor, in the pitch darkness.

 

***

 

The sound of footsteps in the hallway woke Thomas.

He had no idea what time it was, save that there was some light once more. He guessed the ground level window outside would not see direct sunlight until later in the morning, and that it would take a long time before the light was strong enough to break the gloom of Thomas’s cell.

Thomas lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling and listening to the footsteps come closer. His feet were still chained to the ring, his arms crushed underneath him. He had tried to hold his bladder, but his body’s need for release had won out in the end. Now he lay, wet and cold and stinking, hoping someone would come and get him before his bowels gave way as well.

It had been a tactic, Thomas knew. By making him lose control of his body, they hoped to humiliate him and make him break down. It had worked partially. He was certainly feeling humiliated and very sorry for himself, but he was not going to break down. Not from this.

He wondered if they were going to torture him.

The footsteps stopped outside his cell. The door opened a moment later and two church guards entered. They each took a side and grabbed his arms. Pain ripped through limbs that Thomas had thought were numb, and he cried out. The guards said nothing as they pulled him to his feet, catching him when his legs buckled and holding him in place until he was steady. Two more guards brought in the same desk and chair, followed by the same priest holding his lamp and a sheaf of papers. The two holding Thomas released him, then all four guards lined up behind the priest, staring at Thomas. The priest sat down at the desk and began leafing through the pile of papers—his notes from the day before. He took a long time, perusing each page slowly.

Thomas’s mouth was dry. His belly was rumbling loudly, and lower in his guts he felt stirring.

“Give him water,” said the priest.

One of the guards stepped out of the cell and came back with a pitcher of water. Two guards held Thomas in place, while a third stepped behind him and held his head.

“You will drink every drop,” said the priest without looking up from his papers. “If you do not, they will hold your nose shut until you do.”

Thomas, still chained to the ring in the floor and with no way to fight, did as he was told. He would wet himself again, he knew; like an infant, unable to do anything about it. The humiliation set his cheeks on fire.

When the pitcher was empty, all four guards lined up behind the priest again, staring at him.

They’re here to watch me lose control of my water again, Thomas realized, and my bowels. He hoped he would not, prayed he would not, but knew he was not likely to manage. I won’t let them win. I won’t. I won’t tell them what they want.

Someone will come for me.

The priest kept reading and the moments stretched by. Thomas kept himself still, listening to his breath and all the other sounds around him. He could hear the breathing of the guards and of the priest. The rattling of the papers became as loud as thunder to his ears.

“Name,” said the priest, and the whole thing began again.

 

***

 

The first question about Bishop Malloy didn’t come until after Thomas had soiled himself. No one said anything when it happened. The guards maintained blank expressions, watching him cramp and cry out until his body betrayed him. Thomas found himself crouched on the floor, crying with pain and shame.

The priest asked something. Thomas ignored it. A moment later, two of the guards stepped forward and pulled him upright again. Thomas felt the tears flowing down his face and brushed his cheeks against his shoulders to wipe them dry. It only partially worked and it made the pain flare in his arms.

“Why did you kill Bishop Malloy?” said the priest.

Thomas glared at the man, wondering just how much lightning he could summon.

“Why did you kill Bishop Malloy?”

He could probably kill the priest, but it was unlikely he could kill the guards. Even if he did manage to kill all five, it would be proof of magic, which they would call proof of witchcraft.

“Why did you kill Bishop Malloy?”

Not worth it. Not yet. Thomas took a deep breath, shoved his feelings inside, and said, “He was killing children.”

“How did Bishop Malloy die?”

“Badly.”

The priest paused, looked up. The guards suddenly looked more attentive, and Thomas instantly regretted his answer. It had been a petty act, but he had wanted to lash out and it was all he had. Now the guards’ stares had changed, taken on a much darker meaning. Their feet shifted, and Thomas saw hands tightening into fists.

They can beat me to death, thought Thomas. I can’t do anything to stop them.

The priest wrote for a moment. “How did you kill Bishop Malloy?”

Thomas’s knees nearly buckled in relief. “I stabbed him.”

“Was it then that Alexander used witchcraft?”

“Alexander never used witchcraft.”

“When did George use witchcraft?”

“George never used witchcraft.”

“Who used witchcraft?”

“Bishop Malloy.”

“Who used it against Bishop Malloy’s men?”

“No one used witchcraft against Bishop Malloy’s men.”

There was another pause. The priest wrote a long note on his paper, then asked, “What is your name?”

Thomas forced himself not to scream. The priest took him through all the questions again, then again, adding new and different ones with each repetition of the series, and constantly going back to Bishop Malloy’s death.

The man never once used the word magic.

It probably never occurred to him that it’s different than witchcraft. And because the man had only asked about witchcraft and not magic, Thomas could honestly answer that he’d never used it. Thank the Four for small mercies.

The inquisitor finally stood. There was no sunlight coming through the tiny window anymore. Thomas’s legs were shaking, his arms numb again. His mouth was dry from talking and from breathing through it to avoid his own smell. The priest stared at him for a bit, his face bland and expressionless. Thomas met the man’s eyes. He pretended there were no tear streaks on his face, no patches of wet or filth in his clothes.

“Tomorrow I will ask you again,” said the priest. “If you do not answer truthfully, I will have George and Alexander arrested.”

“You can’t!” protested Thomas. “They haven’t done anything!”

“Someone in your party used witchcraft. They used it on Bishop Malloy’s guards and they used it on the bishop. If it was not you, it was one of your friends.”

“None of us used witchcraft!”

“Then your friends will say the same.”

“Leave them alone!”

“They will answer all questions truthfully,” said the priest. “If they do not answer truthfully, they will receive the same treatment as you. If they do not answer by the third day, more serious measures will be taken. You will remain here, gagged, to listen.”

“They didn’t do anything! You can’t do this! I am protected by law!”

“Not in matters of witchcraft.”

“In all matters! I am the king’s student and I am under his protection! Everything that you have done is illegal! You can’t arrest my friends!”

The priest shrugged. “Answer the questions truthfully tomorrow, and we will not.” He turned and left, the guards following him out.

“I answered truthfully!” Thomas screamed after them. “I did!”

He swallowed the stream of profanity that he wanted to hurl at the priest; swallowed the lightning he wanted to throw from his fingers. His legs gave out and he fell to his knees. His own smell hung in the cell, nearly unbearable. He was wet and filthy and thoroughly humiliated.

Worse, on top of all his pain and misery, he envisioned George and Eileen under the same scrutiny, getting asked the same questions. They were not law students. They didn’t know how their words could be twisted, how the slightest change in wording could be used against them. The thought of Eileen, alone, scared, and chained to the floor, terrified Thomas beyond anything they could do to him.

He stayed on his knees, determined not to sit or lie down in his own filth. He focused again on his breathing, and on the world around him. For the most part, he could hear nothing. But distantly he caught the sound of footsteps or voices—far-off and unintelligible, but voices nonetheless. Every sound reminded him he was not alone, that he had friends, and that, eventually, someone would come for him.

The cell was pitch black, the last light of the day long-faded, when Thomas heard something new.

The sound grew louder, closer. It was the tread of many feet and the din of many voices. The feet were not marching in a single, locked step, as an army would do. Instead, it was the tread of a hundred or more individuals, all heading in the same direction.

Torchlight, pale and yellow, slipped into his cell as the sounds grew closer. There were too many voices for Thomas to guess at their numbers, but they were growing louder with every passing moment.

A new sound: horses’ hooves striking the paving stones. This time there was a rhythm to them—the synchronized trot of trained cavalry. Shouted commands rose over the noise of the crowd for a moment, but the crowd roared back in a huge cacophony of dissent. There were more shouts, then a chant which began almost indistinguishably and grew louder, until it filled Thomas’s ears.

“Free him! Free him! Free him!”

Me, Thomas thought, and felt tears on his face again. They’re talking about me.

A single voice rose up in the crowd, and there were calls of “Quiet!” and “Silence!” until the crowd stilled and that single voice was all he could hear.

Henry. Thomas started to sob with relief.

“Whereas, by taking this student from his apartments without warrant, by confining him without notice to the authorities of the Academy, or to the authorities of the king, you have grievously and shamefully abused the law. And whereas this is the second outrage committed upon the student body of the Royal Academy of Learning this year, and whereas you have ignored requests from the Principal of the Academy, the Master of Laws, and the Chancellor of his Royal Highness to free this prisoner, we demand his release!”

The crowd roared, and the chants of “Free him!” sounded again, louder and louder. Thomas heard shouted commands and the shifting of horses, but no sound of riot.

Keys rattled. The door of his cell was flung open and four guards came in. Without a word, they seized Thomas’s arms and hauled him to his feet. He cried out in agony. One guard knelt and undid the manacles around Thomas’s ankles. The guard stood and, without a change of expression, hit Thomas hard in the stomach.

All the air whooshed out of Thomas’s lungs and he doubled over. Two of the guards grabbed his arms and forced them high over his head, then marched him out of the cell in that bent position. The pain was excruciating. They took Thomas back up the stairs and through the hall to the front door. Thomas could see only the floor, but the voices grew louder with every step he took.

When the guards stopped and pulled him upright, he was in the foyer of the building. Three rows of guards stood in front of them, facing the shut and barred doors. Before them stood the priest who had interrogated Thomas and a man in the robes of a bishop. Neither looked particularly happy.

The guards pushed Thomas down to his knees.

“This is the one, then?” said the bishop.

“He is,” said the priest.

Thomas forced himself to look up, to meet the bishop’s eyes. The man’s nose crinkled as he caught his first smell of Thomas. His eyes narrowed, looking him up and down. “Are you certain?”

“Bishop Malloy pursued him from Elmvale to the city. He was present at the death of Bishop Malloy and his men. He had books of witchcraft in his apartments.”

Magic, Thomas wanted to say. It was magic, not witchcraft.

“And you believe he used witchcraft against Bishop Malloy?”

“He or his companions,” said the inquisitor. “He did have the books.”

“And who shared this apartment with him?”

“Henry, youngest lord of Frostmire. Currently outside demanding his release. And recently a young man named Alexander. The young man’s father and brother arrived in town two days ago to take Alexander back home. Alexander and the brother were with this one when he killed Bishop Malloy.”

“Do we know where they are now?”

“No, Bishop. They vanished into the city after this one was arrested.”

Thank the Four, thought Thomas.

The sound of whistles joined the cacophony outside. 

The door opened, the noise level rising sharply and then falling once a guard stepped inside and shut the door behind him. “The watch has arrived, Bishop,” he said. “The students are preparing to fight them.”

The bishop stepped to the door, opened it and looked out. Thomas tried to look past him into the street beyond, but could only see the torches of the crowd and the backs of the horsemen who stood in front of the doors.

“Stand fast!” Henry’s call rang out clearly above the rest of the noise. “Stand fast but do not attack!” The tone changed, and Thomas guessed that Henry was turning his attention to the watch. “We are here on behalf of the Royal Academy of Learning to execute a writ, demanding the return of Thomas Flarety to the custody of the Academy by order of the chancellor himself! These men block the way and seek to block the king’s justice!”

The bishop stepped away from the door as another guard stepped in. “Your Grace, a dozen men on horseback are riding toward our troops. One of them is the leader of the students. What shall we do?”

“Is the watch doing nothing?”

“They are stepping aside,” said the guard. “He does have a writ, your Grace, with the Royal seal on it. And the men riding with him are fully armed and armoured, and moving in a disciplined formation. What do we do?”

The bishop thought a moment. “Let them come. Tell the guard to step aside. If they wish to talk, we should afford them the opportunity.” He turned to the men holding Thomas. “Follow me. Bring him.”

The guards holding Thomas kicked his legs out from under him and threw him face down on the ground. With no way to stop his fall, Thomas hit hard, the wind going out of him. Two guards grabbed his ankles and hauled him across the floor. A moment later he was outside, and a moment after that they sent him rolling hard down the stone stairs. Thomas landed on his chained arms, crying out in pain.

“Who are you?” he heard the bishop saying. “And by what right do you demand this prisoner?”

Thomas forced his body to twist to the side, then into a sitting position as Henry rode forward.

“I am Lord Henry Antonius, son of the duke of Frostmire, and student of the Royal Academy. I am here on behalf of the Academy and the king, whose Lord Chamberlain instructed me to give you this.”

He held out the writ. The bishop gestured and the guard stepped down the stairs and took the rolled up paper from Henry. He handed it to the bishop with a bow. The bishop opened it, looked at it, and returned it. “Very well, take him.”

“Unchain him,” said Henry.

“No.” The bishop turned and walked back toward the doors. “You have your man. Take him and go, or I’ll order the cavalry to ride down the students.”

Henry looked at the horsemen that lined the front of the building, then raised a hand to his own mounted troops. Sir Lawrence dismounted and went to Thomas, helping him to his feet. Thomas barely managed to stay upright. Lawrence looked back to Henry. “He can’t stand, my lord.”

“Help him onto my horse,” said Henry. “I’ll hold him up.”

“This will hurt, lad,” said Lawrence to Thomas. “Sorry.” At his gesture, another of the knights dismounted and helped lift Thomas up. Between the two of them lifting and Henry pulling from above, they got him seated precariously on Henry’s saddle.

Henry put an arm around Thomas to steady him, then turned his horse and rode carefully toward the students. If he noticed how Thomas stank, or that Thomas’s breeches were wet, he gave no sign of it. When they were halfway to the students, Henry called out, “He has been released!”

The students cheered, their voices filling the square and ringing off the buildings. Thomas saw that their numbers were closer to two hundred, all raising blades in victory. Henry waited for the cheering to die down. 

“We have done what we have come to do!” he declared. The cheers grew louder, wilder. Henry’s voice rose above them. “But now!” He waited until he could be heard. “But now is the time to show that you are no mere rabble! Not mere rioters, but proud students of the Royal Academy! Lead us back to the student quarter, and there let us celebrate our victory!”

The crowd cheered again, and hundreds of feet began moving. Someone started singing the school song, and two hundred voices joined in.

“Thank the Four,” said Henry into Thomas’s ear. “We borrowed these horses from the king’s stable. He wouldn’t be happy if they came home damaged.”

Henry pulled Thomas close to him and started the horse moving. Past his shoulder, Thomas could see the two knights mount, and all of Henry’s men followed after him. Two garrisons of the town’s watch were standing to one side, letting the students pass. Henry saluted the captains and rode forward. The crowd milled around them. Henry signalled to his knights and the other riders formed up around him, keeping the students from getting too close and possibly jostling Thomas out of his seat.

“How bad was it?” asked Henry.

Thomas shook his head, unwilling to answer. He could smell himself, and was sure Henry could, too.

Henry said, “The doctor told the guards that he needed to treat Lionel at his office. While they were leading him there, Eileen ran away to the Residence. Baron Cavish sent six men to get George and Lionel, and then found me.” He sighed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t have been here sooner, but we had to try the legal channels first. I was addressing the students yesterday, so I spoke to the Master of Law and the principal. They sent letters, but nothing happened. This morning I spoke to the chancellor. Finally I got him to sign a writ and rallied everyone in our apartment block to come here.” He looked at the crowd. “It seems to have done the trick.”

Thomas watched the square slowly retreat into the distance and felt a wave of relief roll over him. Tears he couldn’t stop began to fill his eyes. He was still horribly ashamed of himself and could barely stand to let Henry hold onto him, even though release would mean falling off the horse.

“Kept you chained the whole time, did they?” said Henry. Unable to make a cohesive reply, Thomas only nodded. “Don’t worry,” Henry said. “We’ll have you back to the Residence soon. Eileen and George are worried sick about you.”

Not like this, Thomas thought. He tried to speak the words, but they nearly came out as a wail. He forced himself to breathe slowly, forced himself to try again. “Not like this.”

“It will be fine,” said Henry. “They’ll understand.”

“Not like this,” Thomas repeated. He tried to keep his voice solid, but it cracked on the last word. “Please.”

Henry shook his head. “We need to get you out of the street.”

“Please,” Thomas’s voice cracked again, and tears and words started flowing. “I don’t want them to see me like this, Henry. Please. I’m disgusting. I smell. Don’t let them see me like this. Don’t let Eileen…”

He lost the words, tears taking over. He forced his sobs quiet, forced himself not be loud enough to be heard, though he knew the other knights could see. When he could speak again, he said, “I didn’t tell them anything. Not anything. But they’re going to come after George and Eileen. You can’t let them.”

“We won’t,” said Henry. “No one will hurt them.” Henry looked over his shoulder, called to Sir Lawrence, “We’re going to the Street of Smiths. Slow down and let the crowd get past us, then we’ll turn off.”

Lawrence called back an affirmative, and the knights around Henry slowed. Most of the students went on their way. A few tried to stay back, but Henry shooed them onward, claiming that they would join them later.

Once the last of them had moved past, Henry turned his horse down another street and picked up the pace, keeping the horse to a fast walk and maintaining a tight grip on Thomas. Neither said anything more. Thomas hated the tears falling down his face, hating crying in front of Henry. He couldn’t wipe at his eyes with his arms still bound—couldn’t do anything, really—so he sat there, trying to control his breathing while Henry led them through the city.

They rode quickly to the Street of Smiths. Henry sent men down either side until one of them found a smithy still open. The man there, a short, wide fellow with shoulders that would have looked proper on George, wrinkled his nose when they helped Thomas down to stand, swaying, in front of him.

“By the Four, is the boy so drunk he can’t boy control his bowels?” complained the smith. “Can’t hardly work with a stink like—”

Henry’s rapier was at the man’s throat, the tip pushing against the skin. “Be silent,” said Henry, “and do the job. Quickly.”

He did as he was told. A few blows with a hammer and chisel broke the pins that held the manacles on his hands. Thomas’s arms dropped to his sides and a whole new sort of pain raced through them. Henry tossed a silver coin at the ground in front of the smith and helped Thomas walk away.

Thomas’s breath came out in hisses. He forced his arms to swing, feeling muscles pulling and blood forcing its way to areas long neglected. Henry walked alongside him, holding his shoulder to keep him steady. 

“Now what?” asked Henry.

“Bath,” said Thomas. “Clothes.”

“You can get those at the Residence.”

“No.” Thomas kept himself moving. “I’m not going back there until I’m clean.”

“All right,” said Henry. “Lawrence! Michael!”

The knights, both still mounted, rode up beside them.

“Escort Thomas to the baths. Give him a ride if he wants, or let him walk. Baron Meekin?”

The baron, also still on his horse, rode up.

“If you would come with me,” said Henry, “I know someone who will sell clothes to us. Even at this time of night.” He looked over the rest of them. “Sir Martin, ride with Meekin and myself. If the rest of you would return to the Residence, that would be appreciated. No one takes our guests out without permission from me. Not even the king.”

A chorus of “Yes, my lord,” answered Henry, and the men rode off. Henry turned back to Thomas. “There’s a bathhouse that’s open all night at the base of tavern row. Do you know it?”

“Aye.”

“Go there. I’ll meet you there with some clothes as soon as I can.” He clapped Thomas on the shoulder once, then turned and mounted his horse. A moment later he was gone.

“My apartment,” Thomas called after Henry. “There’s some left in my apartment.”

“There’s nothing left in your apartment,” said Michael. “When I went back, the guard had thrown everything out into the street and were carting off all the books.”

“Bastards.” Thomas’s face tightened and he swallowed back more tears. “Bunch of bastards.”

“It was rough, was it?” said Lawrence.

Thomas scrubbed at his face, smearing tear tracks and dust. “They wouldn’t unchain me, is all.”

“For two days?”

“Aye.”

“No wonder you can’t walk straight,” said Michael. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride.”

“No,” said Thomas.

“I’ve had the stinking guts of a man stabbed through his belly and bowels across this saddle, and I rode him five miles. Carrying you to the baths won’t bother me, lad.”

It will bother me, thought Thomas, dreading the thought of sitting in his own filth again. He shook his head and started walking. The knights watched him go a moment, then rode their horses beside him, keeping pace as he stumbled through the streets.

It took Thomas some time to get to the bathhouse, and when they arrived the man who ran the baths tried to refuse Thomas entry. Sir Michael and Sir Lawrence pushed past him and led Thomas inside. He stripped, throwing his soiled clothes into a corner and grabbing a bucket and scrub-brush. Michael paid for a private room and tub while Thomas poured cold water over his body and attacked the filth.

It took a half hour of scrubbing before Thomas felt clean. He washed himself twice and then twice more, scourging himself with the coldest water and hard sweeps of the brush to wash away his shame and humiliation at his weakness. Only when his skin was raw and his body shivering from the icy water did he go to soak in the large, steaming tub that was waiting for him. He pushed himself deep under, willing his mind to be still as the heat scalded his skin. He came up in pain and with a mind no clearer, and he sat in the hot water that burned against his abraded flesh until Henry walked into the room.

“Thomas,” he said, putting a pile of clothing on the bench near the door. “Feeling any cleaner?”

“No.”

“When my cousin was caught by the northerners, they tied him to a tree and left him there. Took us four days to find him. He said it took weeks before he felt like the filth had actually left his body.”

“Weeks,” Thomas repeated. “Wonderful.”

“Did they torture you?”

Thomas shook his head. “Only this.”

“Which they stayed and watched, of course.”

Thomas felt himself colouring. “Aye.”

“Torture enough,” said Henry. Thomas didn’t reply, and Henry was silent for a time. “We need to talk about magic, Thomas.”

Thomas turned, looked quickly to the door. It was shut. “What about magic?”

“They destroyed everything in the apartment. Hauled away all the books, threw all the furniture and clothes into the fountain. Wrecked the doors. There’s nothing left.”

“Nothing?” Thomas tried to envision the mess. “Did they at least get the bodies out?”

“The watch did that, but only after the church guards left. There’s still blood all over the floor.”

“By the Four.” Thomas ran his hands through his hair, wishing he could sink beneath the water again.

“So I need to know,” said Henry. “How much do you have memorized? How much magic do you have?”

“Not enough,” said Thomas. “I’ve got lightning and fog and fire-lighting and the healing. I can see in the dark. I can remember how to make a charm to keep vermin away and another to keep things from being stolen. I can levitate objects, but nothing huge.”

“Can you summon more power?”

“Not without the book. That spell was hugely complicated. I’d need the books to get the symbols right.”

“Damn.”

“Are you sure they took everything?”

“Everything. They even ripped down the shelves,” said Henry. 

“What about behind the bed?”

“They threw the bed into the fountain,” said Henry. “Anything behind it is gone.”

“There was a hidden panel in the wall,” said Thomas. “I hid books there. Was it broken open?”

“Michael didn’t say. Sir Michael!” The knight poked his head through the door. “Did you see any sections of the wall in the apartment ripped out?”

“No, my lord.”

“Did you check all the rooms?”

“Not for that.”

“They could still be there,” said Thomas. He grabbed the side of the tub and levered himself out of the water, gasping and cursing the agony that ran through his arms. “We have to get them.”

“They’ll be watching the apartment,” said Michael. “Waiting for you to go back there.”

Thomas grabbed a towel and dried himself, ignoring the scrape of it on his abraded skin. “The students are celebrating their victory. The church guard won’t dare go amongst them.”

Thomas reached for the clothes Henry had brought. They were new: braies, black breeches, jacket and boots, and a white shirt. None looked like they were going to fit properly.

“You’re not really in shape for this,” said Henry.

“I’m going,” said Thomas. He pulled up the breeches, then reached for the shirt. “They kept me for two days to learn…” He remembered Sir Michael’s presence and didn’t finish the sentence. “I’m getting the books, and then I’m going north with you. Otherwise, they’ve won.”

Henry nodded. “Fine. We go.”

“Wish I had a sword,” said Thomas, pulling on boots that were too small for his feet.

“Lift your arms above your head,” said Henry. Thomas tried. He couldn’t get them above shoulder height without agony. “Tomorrow you hold a sword,” said Henry. “Tonight, we do it for you. Now, come on.”

The party was in full swing when they arrived at the apartments. Students were singing and laughing, drinking and dancing without regard for classes the next day. All the balconies were full, despite the cold, blustery weather. Lights shone in almost every apartment. A large fire lit the courtyard, throwing the buildings and the inhabitants into yellow and orange relief. There was no sign of debris in the fountain, and Thomas wondered how much of it had ended up in the bonfire.

Thomas was spotted the moment he stepped into the yard. Someone called out his name, then someone else, and then a cheer went up. Students surrounded him, and he soon found himself lifted onto their shoulders. It hurt. The muscles in his legs and arms and back all protested at having to balance his body, but the students paraded him around the courtyard before they set him down. A dozen bottles were proffered, and Thomas found himself taking sips from each one, just to be polite. The cheap wine burned its way down, and in his exhausted, hungered state, it went to his head almost at once.

Should have used the back door, Thomas thought. Stupid.

“The back door would have been a damn sight easier,” said Henry, appearing at his side. 

“I’d realized that myself.”

“Pity you didn’t realize it sooner,” said Henry. “Come on.”

Henry led the way across the courtyard, the two of them shaking a good dozen hands on the way, and a dozen more on the stairs. Thomas struggled to make it up the stairs and had to rest twice before he reached the top.

The apartment was bare save for the bloodstains on the floor. Firelight, yellow and orange, slipped in through the open door and danced on the bare walls. The furniture was gone, the brazier was gone; the bookshelves had been ripped from the walls leaving only a scattering of splinters. The doors had been torn from the kitchen cupboards and the crockery was all gone. Thomas stared at the empty rooms. Two years of his life had been torn away in the course of a single afternoon.

“The wall’s intact,” Henry called.

Thomas forced his eyes from the empty space and went into his bedroom. It, too, was empty. His clothing chest, his bed, his desk—all gone. But Henry was there, waiting.

Thomas sighed and went over to the wall.

The panel was hard to see. Thomas had made it that way. He borrowed Henry’s dagger and scraped at the wood until a section of the baseboard came slightly loose. He pushed the dagger in further, then popped the wood out of place. Thomas set the dagger aside and reached into the space. A moment later, an entire section of plaster and lathe moved under his hands. He set it to one side, then gently pulled out the books.

The charms he had cast over them, keeping them from mice and insects, had worked. The books were coated in dust, but intact.

Thomas dusted the covers off and tucked them under his arm. 

He stood and took one last look at his apartment. Anger welled up again. He tried to set the feeling aside, reminding himself that fairness was for children and games. This had been an act of violence, plain and simple. “Come on,” he said to Henry. “Let’s get out of here.”

“The back way,” said Henry. “Before those yahoos decide you need to do another lap of the courtyard.”

He was amazed at his relief when they escaped the building and stepped out into the cold night air.

By the Four, I’m tired, Thomas thought.

Sir Lawrence and Sir Michael both waited, mounted and holding the reins to Henry’s horse. Lawrence held out a hand to Thomas and he gratefully accepted it, wincing as he jumped up and let Lawrence haul him into the saddle.

Henry waved them forward and the four of them rode toward the residence at a trot. Thomas clung tight to Lawrence’s waist, hoping he wouldn’t fall asleep and fall off the horse. Lawrence sensed his exhaustion and began peppering him with questions: where was he from, who were his friends, and what was the Academy like? Thomas did his best to answer and managed to stay awake until they reached the Residence.

“Thank you gentlemen very much,” said Thomas as he slid off the back of the horse. He found himself wobbling on his feet, a bit light-headed. He caught the saddle with one hand and held on until the spell passed. “Sorry to be so much trouble.”

“Not to worry,” said Lawrence. “I’ll get the horses away, Lord Henry. Michael can see Thomas to his rooms, if you like.”

“Aye,” agreed Michael, clapping Thomas on the shoulder. “Come, lad. It will all seem better in the morning.”

“Not just yet,” said Henry, leading them inside. “This way first.”

Henry led them to the banquet chamber they’d supped in only two days previous. Henry’s knights and the two barons were inside, along with Lionel, Eileen and George. The knights and barons rose when Henry walked in. The moment she saw Thomas, Eileen broke away from the table and ran to him, hurling herself at him and wrapping her arms around him. Lawrence’s hand at Thomas’s back was all that kept him from falling. Eileen held him tightly for a long time, the sounds of her sobs muffled by his shirt. No one spoke until Henry said, “Let him sit, Eileen. He’s practically falling down where he’s standing.”

Eileen pulled her face away and looked at Thomas. He leaned down and gently kissed her lips. She kissed back, holding it far longer, Thomas guessed, than her father was going to be comfortable with. At the moment, Thomas didn’t much care.

When they broke apart, Eileen took his hand and led him to the table. “I’ve been so worried,” she said. “We’ve saved some food for you.”

She sat Thomas across from George and Lionel, not letting go of his hand. Lionel was shaking his head, but didn’t say anything. George poured Thomas some wine, then handed over a plate of pastries. “Here,” he said. “We kept the blueberry ones for you.”

Thanks,” said Thomas. He picked one up but didn’t take a bite. He looked over at Lionel. “I’m sorry, sir. For the stab and for…” He looked over at Eileen and saw the concern and fear in her expression. “And for being trouble to you and yours.”

“Aye, you’ve been that,” said Lionel. “It’s good Henry went after you, because I don’t think that one,” he gestured at his daughter, “would have stopped crying for months if anything had happened.” Lionel rubbed at his face; a weary gesture that nearly hid the emotion in his expression. “Not to mention what your mother would say.”

“I’m afraid it’s their mother you need to be worried about,” said Thomas. Lionel’s eyebrows rose, and Thomas knew that ploughing ahead was the only thing to do. “They’ve called for George and Eileen’s arrest, too.”

“Us?” said George. “Why us?”

“You were there when I killed Bishop Malloy.”

George swore at length. “How soon will they come after us?”

“They’re already after you,” said Thomas. “They could be surrounding this place now, for all I know.”

“Well, they can’t do that,” said Henry. “This is the king’s own Residence, and anyone approaching it needs his permission to enter.”

Eileen looked over at Henry. “We didn’t need it.”

“You already had it,” said Henry. “So does Lionel, now.”

“Which doesn’t do any of us a bit of good,” said Lionel. “We have to leave the city. We have to go home!”

“You have to go home,” Thomas said to Lionel, but looking at George and Eileen. 

“Are you still going north?” asked George.

“Aye,” said Thomas. He looked at his friend, then at Eileen. Both their faces were lined with worry, exhaustion and sadness. “And I’m taking you both with me.”
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The silence lasted only a moment. Then Lionel was on his feet. “You’re what?!”

“I’m sorry,” said Thomas. “The church is after them. They know they’re from Elmvale. They will follow you and take them.”

“You can’t take them with you! Their mother will have their hides! She’ll have my hide!”

“Where else can they go?” Thomas asked, getting to his own feet. Lionel was changing colour; knowing the smith’s temper, Thomas was not inclined to be sitting when the man was turning red. “They’ll be hunted, Lionel.”

“And what will they be if they go with you?” Lionel demanded. “Do you think the church won’t go after them there?”

“They will not,” said Henry.

Lionel rounded upon the young lord. “And how do you know that?” 

“Because we won’t let them,” said Henry.

“Thomas is a good lad who needs to finish his studies! There’s no need to drag him north to be a common foot soldier for you. You could get a dozen men for what it costs to send him to the Academy for a year.”

“Fifteen, actually,” said Henry.

“So why don’t you get them?”

I do not want to have this discussion, thought Thomas. I’m too tired for it. “I need to go to bed.”

“Bed?” Lionel turned back to him. “You can’t just say you’re taking my children off into whatever kind of trouble you’re in and then go off to bed!”

“Walk with me,” said Thomas. “Eileen, George, you too.” He looked to Henry. “With your permission?”

Henry looked rather unsure, but nodded his head. Thomas bowed, then turned and walked out the door. When he looked back, Lionel was still standing in the middle of the room, head turning back and forth between Thomas and Henry. Thomas gestured at George and Eileen to come with him, and called, “Lionel. Please.”

Eileen, then George, bowed to Henry and walked past their father, joining Thomas in the hallway. Lionel didn’t move. At last, Henry said, “I am retiring for the night. Sir Lawrence, Sir Michael, will you give our guest escort?”

Lawrence and Michael stepped toward Lionel. The big smith looked them over, then turned on his heel and stomped out of the room. When he reached Thomas, he said, “We’re not done talking.”

“No,” said Thomas. “We’re not.” He turned to the waiting servant. “Escort us to Lionel’s room, please.”

The servant nodded and led the way up the stairs to the rooms on the floor above. After a short walk down a side corridor, the servant stopped and opened a door. “Here you are, sir.” The room was dark. “Shall I light the fire?”

“No,” said Thomas. “Thank you.”

“Then, a candle for you, sir?”

“No need,” said Thomas. “We will take care of it. But if you would wait to escort the rest of us back to our rooms, that would be appreciated. We won’t be long.”

“Of course, sir.” The servant bowed and stepped aside. 

Thomas led them into the dark room. “Close the door, George.”

George hesitated a moment, then did as he was told. To the eyes of his friends, Thomas knew, the room was nearly completely dark. The curtains had been closed and almost no light seeped through the thin spaces between them. Thomas turned back and saw all three of them, lit by their own inner light.

“What are you playing at, lad?” demanded Lionel.

“The reason I have to go north,” said Thomas into the dark room. “Is that someone is attacking Frostmire. They come at night, they kill without warning, and they use magic.”

“Magic?” repeated Lionel. “What sort of nonsense is that?”

“It’s not nonsense,” said Thomas. “Henry asked me to go north with him because I’m the only one with any experience.”

“What experience?” demanded Lionel. “In battle? Henry has far more experience than you!”

Thomas sighed and raised a hand, palm up and open. “No, he doesn’t.”

A small, blue ball of light appeared in his hand, glowing brightly enough to fill the room.

“By the Four!” Lionel practically shouted, jumping back.

“Oh, Thomas,” said Eileen, relief, wonder and fear fighting for a place in her voice. George shook his head and looked to his father. Lionel was standing, his mouth wide, staring at the ball of light.

It was a long moment before Lionel spoke. When he did, it was almost a croak. “What in the names of the Banished is that?”

“Nothing in the names of the Banished,” said Thomas. “It’s magic.”

“The juggler at the May Fair,” said Lionel, raising a shaking finger at the ball of light. “He had a trick like this.”

“He did,” said Thomas. “That’s where I first saw it.”

“But it was a wooden ball,” said Lionel, still shaking his finger. “He showed it to everyone.”

“The wooden ball was the trick,” said Thomas. “The light was real.”

“It can’t be,” said Lionel. “How are you doing that?”

“Magic,” said Eileen. “He learned to do magic at the beginning of the summer, when we fought Bishop Malloy.”

Lionel looked to his daughter. “There’s no such thing.”

“You’re looking at it, Da,” said George. “It’s real.”

“It’s a trick!”

Thomas turned, looked at the candles, and made them light, one after the other. Lionel’s jaw dropped again, then his expression turned mulish. “You’re doing another trick.”

Thomas held up the light in his hand and let it fade away as Lionel watched. “It’s not a trick. It’s magic. Bishop Malloy was stealing it from people, and tried to use the blood of children to summon more. I took all the magic from him before I killed him. I tried to let it all go, but some of it stayed with me.” Thomas remembered feeling the small magics leaving his body, and feeling those which stayed blending with his own. “I think they belonged to the people he killed.”

“You can’t expect me to believe this,” said Lionel.

“It’s true,” said Eileen. “The bishop threw fire at us when we went after him.”

“You never said any of this!” said Lionel. “And none of you came back with burns!”

“Thomas healed us,” said Eileen.

“What?” Lionel looked to Thomas, then to his children, then back again, like a mastiff trying to decide who to devour first. “Healed? How?”

“The same way Ailbe healed me when I was stabbed,” said Eileen. “Only better.”

“He healed me before that,” said George. “The bishop’s swordsman nearly killed me. Thomas saved my life.”

Lionel stood, his mouth open once more, staring at his children. At last, he managed, “Why did you not say any of this before?”

“Would you have believed us?” said George.

Lionel wiped at his face like a man coming out of water. “But…” he stopped, turned back to Thomas. “You want me to believe you’re a witch, then? Is that why the churchmen are after you?”

“The church knows one of us used magic on the bishop and his men. They just don’t know which one, yet.”

“And we won’t tell them,” said Eileen.

You will if they catch you, thought Thomas. “I don’t know how they found out, and I don’t know why it matters so much to them now, but it does.”

Lionel’s face made it clear he wasn’t convinced. “It’s a tall tale, lad. Hard to believe.” He gestured to the candles. “Even with the tricks.”

“Which is why I’m going to heal you,” said Thomas. “Pull off your shirt.”

“What?”

“Your shirt, Da,” said Eileen. “Take it off. So Thomas can heal you.”

Lionel looked dubious. “I’ll not be healed by witchcraft.”

“That’s right,” said Thomas. “You’ll be healed by magic. Now sit down and turn around so I can look at the wound.”

Lionel stayed where he was.

“By the Four, will you just do it?” demanded Eileen, stamping her foot. “Do it or you’ll have to explain to mother how you got stabbed as well as why you came home alone!”

“I’m not going back alone,” said Lionel. “You two are coming with me.”

“So we can be arrested?” snapped Eileen. “So we can go to prison and be tortured?”

“You’ll not be safe going north!”

“We’ll be a sight safer going north than going home!”

Father and daughter stared at one another, chests heaving, eyes locked, neither moving. Thomas cast a look at George, who was staying well back from the confrontation. At length, Eileen said, “You know I’m right, Da.”

“I know nothing of the sort,” said Lionel, though the anger was gone from his voice.

“She’s right,” said George, his voice quiet. “We’re better off heading north until this matter is sorted out.”

“And when will that be?” asked Lionel. The last of his fire faded from his voice, replaced by a quiet anguish. “When can I tell your mother that you’ll be home?”

“I don’t know,” said George. “When it’s done, I expect.”

“We’ll be all right, Da,” said Eileen. “I mean, Henry has a dozen men going with us, and once we get there we’ll be safe in Henry’s castle. No one will hurt us.” She took her father’s hand. “Now, please, sit down and let Thomas heal you.”

Lionel looked from his daughter to Thomas, then back again. “Are you sure he can?”

“He can.”

“Aye, well.” Lionel stopped. He looked like he was ready to say more, but whatever it was, he kept it silent. Instead, he sat down on the edge of his bed and took off his shirt. “This better not hurt, boy.”

“It won’t,” said Thomas, stepping beside him. Blood had seeped through the bandage. “At least, the healing won’t,” Thomas amended. He unwound the bandage from Lionel’s back, gently peeling the last layers from the skin. Lionel hissed when the air hit the bared wound. It was deep, and to Thomas’s surprise, not stitched. He said as much.

“The healer said it would be better not to,” said George, “in case it got infected and had to be cauterized later. The stitches would only make it worse.”

Thomas laid his hands on the wound. He focused on his breathing and the wound beneath his palms. He began chanting softly to himself—five words, over and over, in a tongue no one else in the room would understand. He saw a white light that he knew no one else would see, flowing out from his fingertips into the wound. It took a long time, and Thomas could feel the muscles in Lionel’s back relaxing as the pain was eased.

At last, Thomas stepped away and looked. Where the deep hole had once been was a pink, clean scar. A wave of exhaustion rolled over Thomas. He had been expecting it—the magic almost always drained him—but he knew that he could not succumb to it. It was all he could do to keep his feet, but he managed it.

Lionel shifted his arm, then his shoulder, then twisted his head to try to look over his shoulder. “Feels right enough,” he said.

“Look,” said Eileen, taking Lionel’s hand and pulling him toward the mirror.

Lionel followed her and twisted himself around until he could see it. “Well, I’ll be…” He looked at Thomas, then back at the healed wound, then back to Thomas again. “That’s…”

“Magic,” said Eileen.

Lionel looked at the scar on his back once more, then back at his children. There was deep worry in his face, and a sad resignation. “And you have to take these two with you?”

“I will take care of them,” said Thomas. “I promise you...”

He would have hit the floor if George had not caught him. His big friend easily pulled him upright and slung one of Thomas’s arms over his shoulder. “Come on, Thomas,” he said. “I’ll get you to your room.”

“I’ll help,” said Eileen, taking Thomas’s other arm over her own shoulder. “We’ll talk more in the morning, Da.”

“Aye, we will,” said Lionel. “Will he be all right?”

“He will be fine,” muttered Thomas. “I’m just tired. I’ll be better tomorrow.”

Lionel nodded, but didn’t say anything more. Instead, he kissed his daughter goodnight and opened the door to let the three of them out. The servant, still waiting, looked faintly alarmed when he saw Thomas.

‘It’s all right,” Thomas muttered. “I’m just very tired. If you could show us to our rooms?”

The servant led them back to the room Thomas has slept in the night before. Thomas leaned on George and Eileen all the way there. Once inside, George lit the candle and got the fireplace started while Thomas sat on the bed, Eileen holding his hand. Thomas let George finish building the fire, then said, “I need you to wait outside a moment, George. And to close the door behind you.”

“Why?” George sounded at once confused and worried. “What are you doing?”

“Eileen will be out in a moment,” said Thomas. “Just wait here.”

George looked even more confused, but went out and closed the door. Thomas took a deep breath. He had not felt this tired since the first time he’d used magic. “Take off your shirt.”

“Thomas!” Eileen protested in a startled, appalled half-whisper. “My brother is outside the door!”

“I don’t care about your brother.” Exhaustion made him waver where he sat. “I don’t want you to have another scar because of me. Take the shirt off. Please.”

Eileen hesitated, then did as he asked. Her breasts were bound with a long strip of cloth that also held a bloodied bandage in place. Another bandage was wrapped around her arm. Thomas struggled to undo the knot Eileen had tied in the strip of cloth. She gently pushed his hands away. “You’re too tired.”

“I’m not,” lied Thomas. “My hands are shaking, is all. You do it.”

It was obvious Eileen didn’t believe a word, but she undid the knot and turned her back to unwind the cloth, her breath going suddenly short and sharp as the bandage pulled off her flesh. She took a deep breath and, putting one arm over her breasts, turned back to him. The smooth skin of her breasts was pale in the firelight, the wound an ugly red rip in her flesh. Thomas looked up from it to Eileen’s face. She was staring at him, worried. He managed a smile, then took her free hand and kissed it. “If I start to pass out, push me backwards so I fall on the bed.”

Eileen raised his hand to her lips, kissed it, then lowered it onto the bloody wound on the upper slope of her breast. Thomas felt the soft flesh beneath his hand, and the ugly cut that ran across it. He closed his eyes and began repeating the words. The magic came slowly, but it did come, flowing from his hands into her flesh. Thomas felt himself drifting, tried to force himself to concentrate. The room began spinning slowly.

He felt himself falling backwards onto the bed and heard Eileen say, “Thank you,” before he passed into unconsciousness.

 

***

 

The morning sunlight slipped through a gap in the curtains and landed lightly on Thomas’s face. He opened one eye slowly, afraid he was still in the cell even though the surface under his body was far too soft. He was undressed and under the blankets in his very comfortable room. The fire was out—he couldn’t remember if it had ever been lit—and the room was cold. He thought momentarily about braving the cold air in search of food, then closed his eyes, rolled over and went back to sleep.

It was much closer to noon when he woke again. He pulled himself to a sitting position, shook his head to clear the last of the cobwebs, and looked around for his clothes. He found them folded on a chair by the fire. Thomas managed to stagger to his feet and get dressed. He had a headache and was certainly unsteady on his feet, but he was hungry, and that was enough to drive him onward.

He made it out of the room and down the hall, wobbling slightly. He found the stairs, found his way to the dining hall and found himself alone. A bell-pull brought a servant, who informed him it was nearly lunch time and promised to bring him food and find his companions. Thomas sat, staring blearily at the fireplace, and wondering how long he was going to feel miserable.

The food arrived at the same time as George, Eileen and Lionel. Eileen gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, George a cheerful greeting and Lionel a subdued “hello.” Then they all picked chairs and settled down to the meal. Eileen and George dug into their lunch, but Lionel just picked at his.

Lionel was doing his best to keep his face neutral, and not succeeding at all well. Worry added to the lines on his forehead, and he kept his head down. Thomas knew Lionel was hurting and wanted to apologize, but knew it wouldn’t do anything to make the man feel better. Instead, Thomas ate in silence. 

“I’m going to miss this,” said George, as the servants cleared away the empty plates. “Food whenever you want it, someone else to clean up after you. Not a bad life.”

“Not a good one for you,” said Eileen. “You’ll end up larger than a house in a month.”

“She has a point,” said Thomas. “It’s nice, but something I wouldn’t want all the time.”

“Me either,” said Eileen.

“I could be convinced,” said George. “But we won’t have it much longer, anyway. When do we leave?”

“Henry doesn’t tell me these things,” said Thomas. “How about you, Lionel?”

“I don’t know,” said Lionel. “I was going to start riding back this morning, but Henry insisted I take a raft upriver. Gave me money to pay for the horses to ride, too. So I guess I’m leaving on the next boat.” He stood up. “I should see to my packing.” Then he looked to Thomas. “What should I tell your father?”

“I’ll tell him,” said Thomas. “I’ll write a letter for him right now.”

“We should do the same,” said Eileen. “A letter for Mother.”

“Mine will be short, if you want it done today,” said George. 

“You can dictate, if you like,” said Thomas. “I can write it for you.”

“No,” said George. “I’ll do it. Do you think they have quills and paper?”

“They probably have a printing press in here if we want it.”

“Aye, well,” said Lionel. “I’ll get myself packed and you three can write your letters. I’ll meet you here in an hour or so?”

“It should be enough,” said Thomas. Lionel grunted and left. Thomas rang for a servant and asked for paper, ink and quills. All three sat at the big table, trying to decide how to tell their families they weren’t coming home. George put ink to paper first, and was done while Eileen and Thomas were still staring at blank sheets. He blew on the ink until it was dry, then started to fold the paper.

“What did you say?” asked Eileen, snatching the paper away. She read it. “‘Sorry we have to go away, but Da will explain. I love you and will be home soon.’ George!” Eileen shook the paper at her brother. “That hardly says anything!”

“At least he got his done,” said Thomas. “Which puts him ahead of me.”

“Well he can redo it,” said Eileen, pushing the sheet of paper back at her brother. “You can say more than that!”

George sighed and took back the paper. Silence reigned over the room for a while longer, then Eileen began to write. George did the same shortly after. Thomas could not find the words he wanted to say. He went over a dozen different scenarios in his mind, but nothing would make the trip sound any less dangerous. And telling the truth about the magic was the only thing that would make his father understand why he was going—assuming John Flarety would even believe his son and not send healers to lock Thomas up in a madhouse.

Sighing, Thomas picked up his quill, dipped it in the ink and began writing.

 

Dear Father, Mother, and Brother,

I am writing to give you news that you will not be happy with, and I ask that you forgive me. My friend Lord Henry, youngest of the sons of the duke of Frostmire, has come south seeking help. His father’s duchy is under attack, and Henry has asked me to go north with him to help defend it. I know you would prefer me to remain here and finish my studies, but Henry needs me, and so I must go.

I must also tell you that the Church of the High Father has taken an interest in me again. They accused me of witchcraft and arrested me, in direct violation of the king’s law. I would still be imprisoned had Henry not obtained a writ from the chancellor demanding my release. The church has also threatened to arrest George and Eileen, who are not immune from their laws. Lionel has agreed that they should go north as well, to avoid trouble while the matter is resolved.

George and Eileen will remain safely at the castle in Frostmire, and well away from any danger. I will be with Henry’s army, and from the men I have met, I believe that I will be as safe as possible under the circumstances.

I love you all, and will return to my studies as soon as I can.

Your son, Thomas

 

The letter didn’t say half of what Thomas wanted, but it was as good as he was going to manage. He signed it, sealed it, and put it in the middle of the table, along with the letter Henry had written for him. Eileen set her own letter in, and George’s soon followed.

“Now what?” asked Eileen.

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “We wait, I suppose.”

They found a servant and Thomas asked for the best room to while away an afternoon. They were led to a large parlour, with a cheerful blaze in the fireplace and large windows letting in light. There were decks of cards, chess boards, and a dozen other games. George immediately went for the cards, and the three were settled down around one of the tables when Lionel came in.

“Everything written?” he asked.

“Aye,” said Thomas. “Will you join us?”

“I’ll not,” said Lionel. “And after this hand, I’d like to talk to you.”

“Easy enough,” said Thomas, laying down his hand. “I’m not going to win, anyway.”

“Drat,” said Eileen, tossing down her own cards. “I was.”

George looked at his sister’s cards then laid down his own. “Aye, you were.”

Lionel moved to one of the big chairs by the fire, and Thomas sat down in another. Lionel stared at him for a bit, then shook his head. 

“I don’t understand, lad. How in the name of the Four did you end up like this?”

So Thomas told the story, from his first meeting with Bishop Malloy in John Flarety’s office to the bishop’s death. It was a fair time in the telling, with George and Eileen adding in details and Lionel asking a great number of questions. Henry joined them just as Thomas was finishing the tale.

Henry was resplendent in black velvet breeches and long jacket, with an equally black cloak, shot through with threads of silver and held on by a silver clasp in the shape of a wolf. His hat was crushed black velvet, with three long white feathers coming out of it. In his hand he held a sheaf of papers. Sir Lawrence, looking slightly less splendid in black wool, followed on Henry’s heels. Behind them came both barons and the entire troupe of knights.

“My apologies,” said Henry to Lionel. “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting all day, but his Majesty is difficult to see and the archbishop even more so.”

“You saw the archbishop?” said Thomas, rising to look at the papers. Three bore the Royal seal; one, the seal of the Church of the High Father.

“I needed papers for Lionel,” said Henry, handing Lionel a thick letter with the seal of the church on it. “From his Eminence, informing all members of the church—including all priests, guards and laity—that you are to travel unmolested home, and that no ill will is to be borne, nor actions to be taken against you or your wife.”

Lionel stood up. “What about my children?”

Henry’s lips twisted into a tight, bitter smile. “While his Eminence claims the church has no immediate plans for them, he says he will not offer the protection of the church to those complicit in the death of a bishop.”

“So they can’t come with me.”

“I’m afraid not, Lionel. I’m sorry.”

“What about the rest of the papers?” asked Thomas. “What are they?”

“Edicts explaining that you, Eileen and George have been commanded to serve your country by order of the king, and acknowledging your gracious contribution to its safety,” said Henry. “I thought they might ease your parents’ minds somewhat, and perhaps earn you a little forgiveness when you get home. There’s one in each of your names.” He looked at Lionel. “Would be willing to carry them back to Elmvale?”

Lionel nodded. “Did the king give you men?”

“Two hundred,” said Henry. “Enough to help, if any of them can actually fight. We’ve hired five hundred mercenaries as well.”

“How many students?” asked Thomas.

“Twenty-three, all told. All over sixteen and all familiar with a sword.”

“Not many.”

“Close to two hundred volunteered,” said Henry. “The fencing master took them through their paces and we got what survived.”

“So, how do we get out of here intact?” asked Thomas.

“The same way their father is,” said Henry, gesturing at Eileen and George. “Water. Our ship sails with the tide tomorrow morning. It will take us as far north as Weaversland, then we’ll take horse and ride for Frostmire.”

“Tomorrow?” said George. He sighed. “Well, it was too good to last.”

“Just as well,” said Eileen. “You were starting to get fat.”

“Aye,” agreed George, looking at his stomach, sounding wistful. “I was.”

Lionel looked from one to the other, then back at Henry. “You’ll take care of them?”

“The best I can,” said Henry. “My word. Your boat leaves in an hour.”

Lionel nodded. “I’ll get my things.”

Thomas watched the man walk out of the room, his big back hunched and one arm coming up to swipe a sleeve across his eyes.

“We should pack,” said George, wiping at his own face.

“I don’t have anything to pack,” said Thomas. “The church guards destroyed it all.”

“Well, I managed to save all our things,” said George. “Took them with us while we went to the healer.”

“And I’ve got your sword,” said Eileen. “And your dagger.”

“You’ll all need new kit before you go north,” said Henry. “We’ll pick it up in Weaversland. The staff can scrounge enough clothes to keep Thomas warm in the meanwhile.”

Henry led them out into the front hall, and it was not long before Lionel came down the stairs, his bag over his shoulder. His face was set and solid, his shoulders hunched, and his hands restlessly opening and closing. 

Eileen went to her father first as he came down the stairs, and hugged him long and hard. He embraced her just as hard, and whispered something Thomas didn’t catch into her ear. She shook her head and wiped at her face. 

George embraced his father when the man reached the door. Lionel hugged his son almost as long as he had his daughter, and when he broke apart said, “Take care of her.”

George nodded, stepped away.

“Lionel,” Thomas began, then found that he had no words at all. “My father doesn’t know, Lionel.” He looked at the knights. “About the matter we discussed.”

“And what should I tell him, then?” asked Lionel. “How do I explain?”

“Don’t,” said Thomas. “Tell him that the letters Henry and I wrote and the king’s edict explain it all.” Thomas sighed. “I’m sorry, for what it’s worth. I didn’t want George or Eileen involved.”

“Aye, well, they are,” said Lionel. “You just keep them safe, you hear?”

“I hear,” said Thomas. “I’ll bring them back to you as soon as I can.”

“You do that, lad,” said Lionel. “And keep yourself safe, too.”

Lionel took another look at his children, then at Henry. “Let’s go, then.”

Henry had four knights lead Lionel out. Thomas and his friends watched them mount their horses and move away at a walk before the servants closed the door to keep out the wind.

“This was a lot easier last time,” said Eileen, swiping at her face, “when we all just had to run away.”

“Aye, it was,” said George, he put one arm around Eileen’s shoulders and hugged her. “No easier on them, though.” He looked to Thomas. “Have you ever been on a ship?”

“Nothing bigger than a river raft.”

“Then let’s hope you don’t get sea-sick,” said Henry. “I suggest we all eat and drink as much as possible, then retire. It is going to be an early start tomorrow, and I for one have no desire to be tired.”
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Thomas, to his chagrin, found that the ocean did not agree with him, especially not a late fall ocean with large swells that spilled over the decks and left everything slick with water or ice, depending on the day. He managed to avoid sea-sickness, but only by keeping his mouth shut and not eating.

Eileen had dressed herself as Alex again, and the sailors took “him” under their wing, teaching her about the ship and the rigging and how to climb it. She spent most of her spare time there, staring out either at the ocean or the coastline they were following north. Thomas barely saw her on the deck, and when he did, her appearance as a boy kept them from being too close.

George found the ocean agreeable enough, and busied himself with learning the metalwork of the ship, examining its pulleys and watching the gears that made it work. He helped the sailors whenever they asked, and did some work using the small forge the shipwright kept on board.

Sir Lawrence and Sir Michael had come with them—as had Sir Martin, much to Thomas’s surprise. It was a matter of keeping one’s enemies close, Thomas suspected. The other three were Sir Rowland, Sir Patrick, and Sir Gareth. They, Thomas, George, and Eileen slept together below decks in hammocks which were surprisingly comfortable once one got the hang of them. Henry and the barons had small cabins to themselves.

By the fifth day, Thomas actually felt human. The nausea had passed and the sailors taught him how to climb the rigging. It was tricky at first, but once he got his sense of balance, he was able to pull himself up into the ropes and stand beside Eileen. She smiled at him, then turned to stare out at the ocean. Thomas shared the silence with her, and stayed beside her until the sailors called them down.

They sailed for another nine days, stopping twice at sheltered harbours to get provisions before going back out to the sea. They arrived at Grey Harbour, a large, snow covered coastal city that was the capital of the duchy of Weaversland. The group stayed two days, buying supplies and proper winter clothes for Thomas, George and Eileen. Henry and his knights had stabled their horses in the city before they went south. Now they prepared them for the journey as well, and bought new animals for Thomas and his friends. 

On the third day, Henry led them out of the city and northeast towards Frostmire. He pushed the pace as hard as he could without wearing out the horses. Thomas, George and Eileen were saddle-sore almost at once, and even the comfortable beds at the inns they found the first two days did little to relive the suffering. The knights looked hardly discomfited at all by the pace and the cold, but had the good grace not to laugh at the three friends’ infirmity, though Sir Martin sneered and was given to disparaging comments.

On their second day of riding, tired of hearing how useless he was, Thomas suggested to Henry that they use the first hour in the morning to practise their swordplay. Henry readily agreed. George and Eileen joined them—George using a strong, heavy blade that Henry had bought for him in Weaversland—and by the second day of it, the knights and barons joined in as well. The knights and barons carried heavy blades like the one Henry had bought George, designed for piercing armour and cutting a man open on the battlefield. They were suspicious of Thomas and Eileen’s light rapiers, more suited to duelling or brawling in the city streets.

They did not spar against each other, lacking the proper equipment to make the exercise safe. Instead they ran through drill after drill, practising blocks and cuts and thrusts and footwork until they were warm enough not to feel the cold of the day, and the idea of sitting on horseback came as a relief.

On the fourth night of the ride—the last before they were to cross into Frostmire—they had to sleep outside on the cold, snow-covered earth. Henry picked a spot on relatively high ground, covered by some straggly, naked trees whose trunks broke the force of the cold wind that blew across the barren ground. They slept in a group, huddled together to draw warmth from each other’s bodies. At Henry’s order they left the horses saddled in case of trouble.

Henry put himself and Thomas on the midnight watch. For Thomas, it seemed that he had only just become warm under the thick, winter blankets when Henry roused him for his turn. Thomas forced himself up, coming fully awake the moment the stinging cold of the wind hit his face.

It was a clear night, the stars shining down in pinpricks of brilliance. The moon was on its last quarter, giving little light. The fire, dug into a pit to keep the flames from being seen from a distance, had long since become glowing embers. Henry led Thomas away from it, to the edge of the camp.

“I saw you looking at the bishop’s books on the ship. Anything useful?”

“Some,” said Thomas. “There’s that healing spell and the spell he used to call fire. I’ve learned that one now, but I haven’t had a chance to try it. Some of the summoning spells work, but they all take forever.”

“I had hoped for more,” said Henry.

“Well, I remember the one for the straight splitting of wood.”

“Handy,” said Henry.

“I do have some curses.”

“I don’t suppose you have one that can drive off an invading army?”

Thomas shook his head. “Not a one.”

“Worth a hope,” said Henry. He stopped talking, and the two peered out into the darkness for a time. After a while, Henry asked, “Thomas, do you think you could locate the source of the enemy’s power?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I’m not even sure how I could find that out.”

“You found out about the bishop,” said Henry.

“I figured out the bishop,” said Thomas. “I didn’t find out his secret. I just put the pieces together.”

“Well, let’s hope we can put the pieces together here. They can attack when they want, hide when they want, and use magic against my men.” Henry shook his head. “The only reason they haven’t overrun us is that they don’t have the numbers for it.”

“So why are they attacking?” asked Thomas. “I mean, you said they aren’t enough to take over, so why attack?”

“No idea,” said Henry.

“So how do we go after them?”

“No idea.”

Thomas sighed. “Well, as long as you’ve got a plan.”

“I have a plan,” said Henry. “Send you out, make you win the war for us.”

“Aye, well, thanks for that,” said Thomas. He looked out into the night. “So how long are we up?”

“A couple of hours,” said Henry.

“Should we both be on the same side of the fire?”

“No,” said Henry. “We should be on separate sides of the fire, looking out into the darkness, and constantly moving around the camp to keep all sides watched. But I wanted to talk.”

“Fair enough,” said Thomas. “I’ll take that side.”

He did, and they moved slowly around the perimeter of their campsite. The night was not as dark to Thomas as to Henry, but most of the life—which gave Thomas its light to see by—had hidden itself beneath the snow. The light of the trees was faint, there was no light from grass or other plants, and there were no animals beyond their camp for him to see. The horses, tied up among the thin trees, radiated brown and green. The sleepers on the ground glowed with a myriad of hues from deep red to green to blue, though most of their light was hidden by their thick blankets.

Time crawled its way along until Henry deemed two hours had passed. They woke Sir Gareth and George to take the next watch. Thomas crawled back under his blankets and wrapped himself as tightly as he could, shivering until he fell asleep.

An hour later, George shook Thomas’s shoulder.

“What?” said Thomas, forcing his eyes open. “What do you want?”

“There’s something out there,” said George.

That woke Thomas up. “Where?”

“Not sure,” said George. “But I heard something. Come look.”

Thomas forced himself out of the blankets, the shivers taking him the moment the cold night wind touched his flesh. He pulled his coat closer, wrapped his cloak tight around his body, and put on his sword-belt as he followed George across the campsite.

Gareth met them on the far side of the camp. The look on his face was not at all pleased. “What are you doing leaving your post?” he demanded in a harsh whisper. “And why are you waking him? He’s already had his turn.”

Thomas spoke before George could. “There’s someone out there.”

“What?”

“You’re sure?” asked George.

“Aye.”

“Where?” Gareth’s hand went to his sword and he peered out into the darkness. “I don’t see anyone.”

“I do.” Thomas watched as man-shaped, red-tinged figures moved though the darkness. They were too far away to see the camp, Thomas was sure, but they were moving towards them. They had weapons of some sort, but Thomas couldn’t make out what they were; only hints of darkness against the glowing shapes of the men. “Get Henry.”

George headed for where Henry was sleeping. The night was cloudy and no light was coming from the sky. Just as well, Thomas guessed, or the men would be moving faster. As Thomas watched, the men stopped at the bottom of the rise, waiting. 

Henry appeared at his shoulder. “What’s going on?”

“There’s men out there,” said Thomas.

“How many?”

“I’m not sure, yet. Fifteen or twenty, maybe.”

“How far away?”

“A hundred yards, or so. George heard them.”

“Thank the Four for George’s hearing.” 

“How can you see them at that distance?” demanded Gareth, though he kept his voice to a whisper.

“Keep watching,” said Henry. “Gareth, get everyone awake and get them ready to move. I want all the horses ready to go immediately.”

Gareth looked from one to the other, then turned and headed back into the camp. Thomas watched ghostly-red shapes. “They’re starting to split up.”

“Where are they going?”

“To either side of us, I think.”

Henry swore softly. “Get your things together and get to the horses. We need to move right now before they know we see them.”

Thomas did as he was told. Gareth had already stirred the camp. The knights moved silently as possible in the snow, packing up their gear. Thomas quickly shoved his blankets into his own bag and put it on the back of his horse. Lawrence was already there, holding the animals still and keeping them quiet. Thomas went to his mount, started to put the saddle bags onto it, then froze.

On the far side of the horses, another six figures crouched in the darkness.

Thomas quickly tied the bags to the horses and went to tell Henry what he’d seen.

Henry swore with great, if quiet, passion. “Who could field two dozen men out here?”

“The enemy you talked about?”

“No,” said Henry, shaking his head. “They would have attacked by now.”

“Could they be the same ones that attacked us in the city?”

“If they are, they have better lines of communication than we do.”

“So, what do we do?”

“Run,” said Henry. “We charge toward the road and hope to break through.” Henry looked at Thomas. “Can you do anything?”

“I…” Thomas thought about it, thought about the magic he had at his disposal. “I don’t know.”

“Lightning?”

Thomas shook his head. “I’m not that powerful anymore. I could get one or two, but that’s it.”

Henry nodded. “Then get ready to ride.”

I’ve got to do something, thought Thomas, watching Henry’s back as he headed toward the horses. If we have to fight, a good number of us are going to get hurt. Or killed.

He looked out to the moving figures, slowly crossing the empty ground toward the little copse of trees, then looked up to the sky. The clouds were thick above, hiding each group from the other. Thomas remembered when, many months before, he had first summoned fog. He’d only been able to make enough to fill a cup. He’d gained power since then, and had been practising, but even so, he knew there was no way he could summon enough fog to cover them all, especially not with the wind waiting to pull it apart. For the first time, he found himself wishing for a blizzard.

I wonder if there’s a spell to summon snow.

Thomas reached into his coat for the small spell book he had stolen from the theology building months before and began to page through it. The last section was filled with what Thomas called the “great spells”; spells that only worked if one had great power. It was there he found the spell to call lightning. There was another to control water, and yet another to cause an earthquake. Even at his most powerful, Thomas was certain that he hadn’t had the strength for that last one.

But a little snow…

He found the weather spells. Like the one that called lightning, the spell for snow was easy enough: just concentrate on what he wanted the weather to be, and wish it into existence. He closed his eyes, breathed deeply, and did his best to ignore the impending danger. He envisioned snow falling from the skies. A thick snow, he wanted; one that blew in the winds around their camp and though the woods beyond. He concentrated hard on it, imagining it falling so thick that no one could see through it. When he had the vision fixed in his head, he opened his eyes.

The air was cold, the wind colder, and no snow was coming down.

It should have worked, thought Thomas. Something should be happening.

He started concentrating again, only this time leaving his eyes open and looking up into the darkness of the night sky. Around him, Henry and the knights were standing beside their horses, weapons in hand. Eileen, her rapier in her hand, went to Thomas. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to make it snow,” whispered Thomas, looking at the sky. He wished he could reach out and pull the snow from it.

The magic began to flow. Instead of the sense of strong focus that usually came with magic, he could feel himself spreading out; feel his consciousness expanding outward from his body. Suddenly, part of him was sky, part of him was made of water crystals being pulled together, and part of him was the earth, pulling them downward.

The first snowflakes started a moment later.

“Tell Henry to come here,” said Thomas, not taking his eyes off the sky.

Eileen nodded and ran off. Henry was beside Thomas a moment later. He looked up at the sky and the flakes dancing on the breeze. “Are you doing this?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “It’s going to get very thick.”

“How long?”

“No idea,” said Thomas. “And I don’t know how long I can keep it up.”

“You’ll keep it up until we leave,” said Henry. “Get that book away and get on your horse. And have your sword in your hand.”

Thomas put away the book and mounted, his eyes still on the sky. His consciousness stretched even further, and the snow began to fall faster and thicker.

“We ride through them toward the road,” said Henry to the knights, his voice barely loud enough to be heard. “Wait until the snow thickens a bit more, then we go. Understood?” 

Thomas, lost in the sky, didn’t even hear the reply. He was beginning to sense the pattern of the winds; to feel the movement of the air and the water that floated in it and to understand their relationship. A thought made the air above the camp colder. Another summoned more water to the spot. A third brought the wind, gusting a little harder than it had been before.

The snow began to fall in thick, swirling clouds that rode on the newly-strengthened breeze. Everyone shielded their eyes as the snowflakes blew back and forth. A voice said something in the distance, and there was movement, though Thomas wasn’t aware of what it was.

A hard fist drove into his shoulder, destroying his concentration. “Ride!” snapped George, putting word to deed as soon as it was past his lips. Thomas shook his head, trying to clear his suddenly blurry senses. The knights tore forward out of the little copse of trees and into the blizzard beyond, George and Eileen right behind them.

Thomas shoved his heels into his own animal and drove after them. In a group they crashed through the trees, startling the men there who shouted and jumped out of the way. From behind them, Thomas could hear other men shouting, and the sounds of running feet. He didn’t bother looking back. A few moments later, they were back on the road and riding hard to the north. The snow swirled about them for a few more paces, then vanished, leaving them to ride through the darkness.

“Thomas!” shouted Henry. “Get up here!”

Thomas drove his heels harder into his horse’s sides, and galloped around the others to catch up to Henry.

“Take the lead,” said Henry. “Get us as far down the road as you can until the sun comes up.”

Thomas took the lead, driving his horse as fast as he dared, the few scant grasses and odd tree pushing up through the snow providing him what light they had. It was barely enough. Henry called to Thomas to slow down, and Thomas pulled his horse back to a trot, remembering the other riders could see hardly anything at all. They kept going until the sky to the east began to change from black to purple, then from purple to deep blue.

“Halt!” called Henry.

Thomas gratefully pulled his animal to a stop. The rest of the group closed around him. Eileen rode up beside him and leaned over to hug him with one arm, while holding onto her saddle with the other. George hit him on the shoulder. Henry nodded his approval silently.

The knights dismounted, checking their horses and rubbing at the animals’ cold flesh. A moment later, George and Eileen did the same. Thomas stayed where he was, swaying in his saddle.

“Who were they?” demanded Martin.

“No idea,” said Henry.

“How did you see them?” asked Gareth. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

“I see very well in the dark,” said Thomas.

“Better than most,” said Lawrence. “I couldn’t see anything out there.”

“Neither could they, thank the Four,” said Michael. “A good thing that storm came in.”

“A strange storm,” said Martin. “To fall only on our little copse.”

“It didn’t only fall there,” lied Henry. “It just ended there.”

“I’ve not seen the like.”

“I have,” said Eileen. “I remember walking from rain to sun in three steps, and when I looked back it was like the rain was a curtain, drawn across the road.”

“I’ve seen that myself,” said Gareth. “Seen the rain draw a line across a lake.”

“Good luck on our part,” said Patrick. “And good eyes, Thomas.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas, forcing himself to stay upright in his seat. “Now what?”

Henry looked over at the slowly-brightening eastern sky. “We keep going,” he said. “There’s an inn at the border, which we should reach by the end of the night. Everyone’s horses all right?”

There was a chorus of “Aye.”

“Then mount up.”

Thomas leaned forward to rub his horse’s neck and everything went black for a moment. He clung to the seat to stay mounted, waiting until the darkness faded away. He should have expected it, he supposed, but he didn’t think it was going to be so bad, so soon. Of course, he’d never called weather before, so how would he know?

The wind caught into his clothes and he began to shiver uncontrollably. He wrapped himself tighter in his coat and cloak, and hunched over in his horse to expose as little of himself to the wind as possible.

“Thomas?” said Eileen. “Are you all right?”

Thomas shook his head. “Cold,” he said. “Tired and cold.”

Eileen rode closer. “From…?”

She left the question remain unspoken and when Thomas nodded, she asked, “Will you be able to stay in your seat?”

“Not a lot of choice,” said Thomas.

“No, there isn’t.” Eileen called George over. “Thomas is unwell. Can you ride beside him in case he needs help?”

George looked at Thomas and nodded. “Aye. I will. You might want to tell Henry, though.”

“Aye,” agreed Eileen. He watched Henry listen to her, and then ask something quietly. When Eileen nodded, Henry called out, “Forward,” and the group began riding once more.

Thomas fought through the morning to keep in his seat. His vision kept blurring, and every now and then would fade to black. The sun breached the horizon in the east and climbed its way upward, but Thomas scarcely noticed it. The world around him swam in and out of focus. The ground was mostly scrub; few trees and clumps of bushes. The terrain rippled gently, as if it had been carved by a large, meandering hand. There was not a rise high enough to be a hill, or a dip low enough to be a valley, but it never stayed truly level.

 Eileen and George stayed beside Thomas for the entire ride. Several times, as Thomas was resting his eyes, George punched him in the shoulder, the pain pulling him momentarily back into focus. Each time, though, it became harder and harder to care.

“What’s wrong with him?”

It took Thomas a moment to focus in on the speaker, another to realize who Sir Michael was talking about.

“He’s tired,” said Eileen.

“He looks ready to die,” said Michael. “He can barely keep his saddle.”

“I’m fine,” said Thomas, but the words were nearly inaudible. He tried again. “I’m fine.”

That time the words must have come out far louder than he had intended because everyone in the party looked over at him. George shook his head and looked to Henry. “How long before we reach that inn?”

“An hour,” said Henry, casting a critical eye over Thomas. “Will he make it?”

“I will,” said Thomas, again, a little too loud. “I’ll be fine.”

Michael looked ready to say more, but Henry called him to take over rear-guard, and he fell back. Thomas clung harder to his saddle and focused on the road ahead. There was a spell for focusing one’s mind, but Thomas had the sneaking suspicion that casting one spell to relieve the effects of another was like trying to stop a leak in a barrel by hitting it with an axe.

By the time they reached the border, marked by a large milestone and a wooden sign pointing toward the inn, Thomas was swaying in the saddle. George took the reins and led Thomas’s horse, so that Thomas could ride slumped over the animal’s neck. Henry rode by and asked if they should tie him to the horse, but Thomas promised to keep his saddle himself until they reached the inn. He managed to do it. He sat up as George brought the horses to a stop and got a very brief look at the building’s rough stone exterior before passing out.
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 Thomas regained consciousness in a warm bed. He looked around and saw a narrow table, a washstand, and Eileen. She sat in the room’s only chair, reading through one of the spell books.

“What’s the time?” asked Thomas.

Eileen shut the book and came over to him. “Hello.”

“Hello. What’s the time?”

“Late afternoon,” said Eileen.

“Is Henry chafing to get going?”

“Not at all,” said Eileen. “There’s a messenger post here. Henry’s sent the man out to the nearest lord for reinforcements. Says that this inn is as secure a place to stop as any.”

“Did he say how far we are from Frostmire Castle?”

“Another five days’ ride,” said Eileen. She sat down on the bed beside him. “The knights are talking amongst themselves about last night.”

“No surprise.”

“There’s some wondering why you could see the enemy out there and they couldn’t.”

“Also no surprise,” said Thomas, pushing back the covers. “Anyone mention the word ‘witch’?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, that’s good, anyway.” He sat up. They had put him to bed fully clothed, save for his boots and jacket, which he located at the foot of the bed. He was wobbly on his feet, but not as bad as he had been after calling lightning in Bishop Malloy’s yard and healing George.

Maybe because I don’t have as much magic in me, Thomas thought. So it’s not taking as much out of me.

“I made them save you some stew from lunch,” said Eileen.

“You are wonderful,” said Thomas as he pushed his feet into his boots. “Lead the way.”

Thomas followed Eileen down to the common room, where the knights sat, talking, dicing, and playing at cards. There was no sign of George or Henry.

“He’s up,” said Sir Lawrence, when he spotted Thomas coming down the stairs.

“Good to have you back, lad,” said Michael. “You get these spells often?”

“Not often,” said Thomas. “But they come and go.”

“And how is it you’re to help us, then?” asked Sir Martin. “If you can’t actually keep a saddle.”

“He kept his saddle,” said Sir Gareth. “It was getting out of it that nearly undid him.”

A chuckle made its way around the room and gave Thomas time enough to find a chair. Eileen opened a door, giving Thomas a glimpse of the kitchen while she spoke to whoever was inside. A moment later she was back. “They’re bringing your stew now.”

“And lucky you are to get it,” said Lawrence. “The lass there had to fight Michael and Gareth off to keep it safe.”

Thomas turned to Eileen. “Did you hurt them?”

“Not badly,” said Eileen.

“Aye, her tongue’s a good deal better a weapon than her sword,” said Patrick. “Thought I was back at home with the wife for a moment there.”

Another chuckle went around the table, strong enough that Thomas guessed stories of Patrick’s wife had already made the rounds several times. Eileen was blushing slightly, but smiling at the tease. A moment later a woman came from the kitchen with a large bowl of stew. The smell of it set Thomas’s stomach rumbling, and the moment it was set before him he started digging in, nearly burning his mouth with the first few bites.

“Just a little hungry,” teased Lawrence.

“You’d swear he’d been working all afternoon like his friend, instead of sleeping,” said Michael.

“There’s a small forge in the back of the inn,” explained Eileen. “George is re-shoeing the horses.”

“At least one of you is doing to do us some good,” said Sir Martin, rising. “Now if the girl can clean dishes we’ll have two useful additions to this trip.”

His tone was mocking, not teasing, and Eileen stiffened. Martin had already turned on his heel and started toward the door by the time Eileen opened her mouth to retort. She closed it and glared at him. Thomas put down his spoon. “Should I go after him?”

“Nay,” said Eileen. “Not worth the effort.”

“He was attempting to be funny,” said Patrick. “He’s never succeeded before, so his failure now shouldn’t be a surprise.”

“True,” said Gareth. “That one couldn’t tell a joke if someone wrote it out for him.”

The other knights chuckled, and Eileen relaxed a bit. Thomas picked his spoon back up and started eating again. The stew was rich and thick, and by the time he was done he was feeling almost well again.

They stayed the night at the inn. Henry sent a messenger to Baron Bellew in Tillmany Town, a day’s ride away, asking for men to meet them on the road. Thomas gratefully slept the night away and rose feeling once more like himself.

They rode out at a steady trot as the sun was just beginning to rise above the horizon. The inn quickly fell away behind them, giving way to a bleak landscape. The snow was several inches thick and had formed a hard crust along the ground that crunched under the horse’s hooves. The road itself was not visible, and Henry and the knights judged their direction by landmarks and milestones.

The wind came up, cold and dry, sucking the warmth from any exposed skin it touched. It pulled the hard snow up from the ground and hurtled it across the earth in stinging waves that cut into the eyes of the riders and their mounts. Talking became a misery. Throats ached and lips chapped whenever they came out from behind the travellers’ scarves. Conversation quickly fell to nothing, and throughout the morning there was no sound except the wind hissing across the ground and the snow crunching under the horses’ hooves.

The day was clear and as the sun rose its hard light reflected off the earth, nearly blinding the riders. The knights showed Thomas and his friends how to pull their scarves tight around their heads, shading their eyes and leaving only slits to see through. They stopped to put blinders on the horses, bought in Weaversland for the purpose.

“This winter travelling is not much fun,” said Eileen as they mounted again.

“It is not,” agreed Gareth.

“How do you move supplies?” asked Thomas.

“Sleds,” said Gareth. “Now, those are a mighty fun ride.”

“Awful when they get stuck, though,” said Michael. “One year we got an early thaw and had to push the damn things over four miles of mud.”

“I remember that campaign,” said Lawrence. “A miserable time was had by all.”

They rode on through the rest of the morning. Thomas, like the others, kept his eyes on the horizon, looking for sign either of pursuit or of reinforcements, but saw nothing of either. The higher the sun rose, the more agitated Henry became. He was keeping it in fairly well, but he was shifting in his saddle a fair amount, and at one point sent Gareth to scout ahead.

When the sun reached its zenith, the group stopped and huddled together for lunch. Henry stood away from them, eyes on the horizon. After half an hour or so had passed, Thomas picked up Henry’s lunch and took it to him.

“Eat, Lord Henry,” said Thomas, putting just enough emphasis on the title to make it a tease. “You won’t do anyone any good going hungry.”

Henry took the food without comment and started chewing methodically. His eyes stayed on the horizon. Thomas waited for him to finish the mouthful before asking, “How bad is it?”

“I don’t know,” said Henry. “The sky is clear, the wind is bearable, the cold isn’t too extreme. They should have met us by now.”

Thomas looked out at the barren landscape and the rolling ground. An army could be easily hidden just out of sight. “You think someone attacked them?”

“Or the messenger,” said Henry. “Either way it isn’t good.”

“So now what?”

Henry took another bite. “We keep going,” he said around the mouthful. “If the enemy is behind us, we can’t let them catch up. If they’re in front of us, I’d rather ride into them than have them attack us while we sleep.”

“All right,” said Thomas. “Finish your food first, though. If we’re going to fight, we’ll need the second best blade in Hawksmouth at full strength.”

Henry snorted but didn’t retort, and didn’t take his eyes off the horizon until he was finished his meal. As soon as he was, he turned to the waiting troop. “Mount up. Tillmany Town is still most of a day’s ride from here.” He mounted his own horse. “We keep moving until we get there. I don’t want to sleep out here tonight.”

They mounted and followed Henry across the barren snowscape. He moved them at a brisk trot again, stopping as little as possible to rest the horses. The knights were nervous now, and everyone was constantly scanning the horizon in all directions. When the sun dipped low, they stopped and ate a brief, cold supper.

“Thomas!” Henry called.

Thomas rode up to the front of their small column. “Yes?”

“Take the lead. Watch the road.”

“Right,” said Thomas.

Henry turned to Patrick. “Ride beside him. Keep him alive.”

“Yes, my lord.”

They rode on as the sun fell behind the earth and the blue sky started fading to black. Thomas could feel his horse slowing underneath him. The night was colder than the day had been, and it was sapping the energy from the tired animals. Thomas shivered in his saddle. Sir Patrick, armoured in very cold steel, rode beside him, looking untouched by the weather.

“How can you stand that armour?” asked Thomas.

“Years of practice,” said Patrick. “And four layers of padding underneath.” He smiled. “And if you are ever called to wear armour in winter, remember not to drink anything while your beard is touching the steel.” He was silent for a while, then asked Thomas, “So, how well can you see?”

“Very.”

“Well enough to see the road ahead?”

“Aye.”

“How far ahead?”

Thomas turned his attention from the road. Patrick’s inner light was bright enough for Thomas to clearly see the other man’s face. There was no malice there; only genuine curiosity. “Far enough that if I tell you something is out there, you need to believe me. All right?”

Patrick nodded. “All right.”

They rode on into the night. Thomas slowed their pace to a walk, both to rest the horses and to help him see. The snow had no light of its own; no magic glowed from it. The few trees and what long grasses poked up through the snow shone with their own light, but it was dim, as though they were saving their energy.

Which is what they’re doing, Thomas realized. Sleeping until spring.

In such a landscape, any person or animal shone like a beacon to Thomas. He spotted a rabbit moving off to one side, and a while later something that looked like a large dog, keeping pace with them. He told Patrick about it.

“Wolf,” said Patrick. “How many?”

“Just the one,” said Thomas.

“Lone male, then. Not a surprise. You generally don’t see packs this far south, but strays sometimes wander down looking for food.”

It was well into the night when Thomas spotted the body of the messenger.

It was hard to tell what it was at first. All Thomas could see was a strange, dark shape blocking the light from a tree. Closer, the shape resolved itself into the body of a man, its own light long since fled. He called a halt and waited for Henry to catch up. As soon as Thomas told him, he sent Michael and Martin to look. They were back a moment later.

“It’s him,” said Martin. “He’s got a pair of arrows in him, and his throat’s been cut. His message bag was torn open.”

“Wonderful,” said Henry. “They know we’re coming.”

To Thomas’s eyes, the ground around the dead messenger suddenly lit blood red in a dozen places. He shouted, “Look out!” as men burst upwards from the snow, casting aside the skins that had covered them and drawing weapons. A dozen men charged forward, screaming battle cries. Four others stayed in place and raised bows.

“Thomas! George! Stay back and protect Eileen!” Henry shouted as he wheeled his horse toward the attackers. He dug in his spurs and his horse leapt forward. “Charge!”

The enemy’s archers fired at the horses, piercing several of the animals’ flesh. The knights drove their mounts forward into the charging mass of men. A moment later, all was chaos.

It was Thomas’s second real battle, and his first from horseback. The horses they had purchased in Weaversland were not trained for war, and tried to pull away. Thomas gave up trying to draw his sword and focused on getting the panicked animal back to Eileen and her brother. Both were fighting to keep their horses under control. Thomas could see the fear in their faces.

The knights were wreaking havoc on their opponents. The enemy, whoever they were, didn’t seem to have much in the way of armour, and the knights used that and their horses to best advantage, charging and hacking. Several men lay on the ground, bleeding out the last of their inner light into the snow. There was another scream from one of the horses, and Thomas turned to see one of the knights—Gareth, he thought—go down under the weight of his falling animal. A pair of the enemy closed on him, but another knight charged in to protect him. The two attackers backed away and one of them held something out that glowed achingly bright with magic. He pointed it at the knights.

Before Thomas could shout a warning, flame burst from the man’s hand, engulfing both the knights and their beasts and lighting up the night.

It was Gareth on the ground, Thomas could see. Michael, on fire, jumped off his horse and threw himself down in the snow. The enemy charged forward again, and two men’s weapons stabbed down at Michael. A pair of arrows sang out toward the screaming, burning horse, killing it.

“Back!” shouted Henry, turning his own animal and riding back toward Thomas and his friends. “Get back!”

Thomas, without thinking, jumped down from his horse as the knights broke away from the battle. The burning flesh of the dead horse and men lit the battle field with a grisly orange light. At least a half-dozen of the enemy lay in the snow. The one with the glowing object stepped forward again, and flames shot out from his arm. The fire licked at Lawrence, making his horse scream and catching the end of his cloak on fire. He kept riding, struggling with the cloak’s clasp. By the time he reached Henry, Lawrence had used his sword to cut the cloak off, coming perilously close to slicing his own throat to do it. 

“Form up!” shouted Henry. “Get ready to charge!”

“We should retreat!” shouted Sir Martin.

“To where?” demanded Henry. “Form up!”

Thomas ran straight at the enemy, ignoring Eileen’s screams for him to come back. Thomas raised his hand towards the attackers, breathing deep and focusing his mind as he pulled himself to a stop. The last time he’d done this, he had been much more powerful and had far less control. The man who had thrown the fire raised his hand again, but this time there was no light shining from it. Thomas didn’t wait to find out what that meant. He opened his hand, and lightning jumped from his fingers.

The thunderclap was deafening, and the sudden flash of light ripping through the semi-darkness dazzled Thomas’s eyes. The man was hurled backwards to the ground, his body smoking and convulsing.

The enemy froze in place. Thomas, his hand still raised, turned to the archers. Lightning lanced out, the thunderclap hideously loud in the sudden silence. One of the archers fell to the ground, smoking and twitching.

“Charge!” screamed Henry, his voice barely audible over the ringing in Thomas’s ears. “In the name of the Four, charge!”

Henry drove his animal toward the nearest enemy. A moment later the four remaining knights followed, moving in a mass and forcing the enemy to scramble away from the charging wall of swords and horseflesh.

Thomas made certain he was clear of the knights and raised his hand for a third time. The enemy broke and fled into the night, leaving most of the dozen swordsmen on the ground. “Take them all!” screamed Henry. “There’s no cover! Don’t let any get away!”

Thomas watched in horror as the knights charged out into the darkness, chasing their fleeing opponents and hacking them down. It took surprisingly little time. The knights returned, their swords and horses spattered with blood, their faces grim and set. Without talking they formed a semi-circle around Thomas, who stood alone in the snow. Behind them, Thomas could see George and Eileen, looking as scared as Thomas felt. No one spoke until Henry and Lawrence rejoined them.

Henry broke the silence. “Are you all right?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “What about Michael and Gareth?”

“Dead,” said Sir Martin. “What did you do?”

Thomas looked at the smouldering bodies on the ground—the men and horses the flames had taken and the two he’d killed with lightning.

“Magic,” said Thomas. “I did magic.”
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“He did what I brought him here for,” said Henry. “Get on your horse, Thomas. We need to get out of here in case there are more of them nearby.”

“It’s witchcraft,” said Martin. “Like the enemy uses.”

“The enemy uses fire,” said Rowland. “Fire, not lightning.”

“It’s still witchcraft!” said Martin. “Is that why you can see in the dark?”

“Aye,” said Thomas.

“Why couldn’t you see them before they attacked?” asked Rowland. “If you can see in the dark, why couldn’t you see them and warn us?”

“They were hiding,” said Thomas, “under the snow. I couldn’t see until they stood up.”

“The snowstorm,” said Lawrence, his eyes widening. His voice filled with either fear or awe—Thomas couldn’t tell which. “That was you.”

“Aye,” said Thomas.

“You’ve saved us twice, then,” said Patrick, frowning. “With magic.”

“Aye.”

“Enough of this,” said Henry. “We need to ride. Martin, Lawrence, strip Gareth and Michael of anything that their families might value. Get locks of their hair as well. When we get to Baron Bellew, we’ll send a party back for the bodies.”

Martin hesitated, but Lawrence dismounted and headed to their dead companions. Henry looked at Thomas. “Are you going to mount, or stand there?”

“Neither,” said Thomas. “I need to look at the one that was throwing the fire. He had something in his hand.”

“Go with him, Rowland,” said Henry.

Rowland hesitated, wariness creasing his brow. In the pause, George dismounted. “I’ll go with him.”

Thomas nodded his thanks, and the two of them moved forward. The horse was still smouldering, and the smell of the burnt hair and charred flesh made Thomas wonder if he was ever going to be able to eat meat again. He circled around the beast and examined the man he’d killed.

The man’s thick winter clothes were covered over with a leather cuirass and leggings, all charred from the lightning. Thomas forced the bile back down his throat and instead looked to the man’s hands. One of them still clutched a sword; the other was empty. Thomas scanned the ground around the body.

“What are we after?” asked George.

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I only saw it a moment, but it was as long as a dagger, maybe.”

“Wood, steel?” asked George as he stepped up beside Thomas to survey the body and the area around it.

“I don’t know,” said Thomas.

George squinted out into the dark. “This would be a damn sight easier with a torch.”

“Aye, it would,” agreed Thomas, peering out in the darkness. A moment later he realized his own stupidity. “Of course, I could just do this, couldn’t I?” he said, calling a ball of bright blue light to his palm as the words left his mouth.

George inhaled quickly. When Thomas looked at him, he shrugged. “Still not used to it.” George looked back at the knights. “Is that wise?”

“After the lightning?” said Thomas. “This is a parlour trick.”

“True.”

The two turned their eyes to the ground once more and started moving around the body in slow circles until George spotted a hole in the snow.

“Here,” he said, reaching down.

“Don’t,” said Thomas quickly. “It might go off again.”

George yanked back his hand as if it had already been burned. Thomas used the tip of his sword to probe into the hole in the ground. It came up against something hard. Thomas pushed a little harder, and the end of something small and brown broke through. Thomas knelt down. It was about a foot long, and polished smooth. He moved his light closer and saw that the brown was actually flecked with bits of white and red. “It’s stone,” he said. “Quartz, I think.”

“You going to pick it up?” asked George.

“Aye.”

George moved away. Thomas circled until he was standing perpendicular to the ends of the object. Gingerly, he reached forward and touched it with a finger tip. Nothing happened. He pushed on it a little more firmly, then reached forward and picked it up. Still nothing happened.

Thomas looked at it closely, but in the pale light of his magic he couldn’t really see anything special about it. No magic glowed from within the rock. It was a polished piece of quartz, nothing more. He stood and tucked it inside his coat. Even through the layer he wore underneath, the cold of the stone bit into his flesh. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

Martin and Lawrence joined them a few moments later, each holding a dead man’s sword and several other objects which they quickly stowed away into saddle bags.

“Are we ready?” asked Henry.

“We are,” said Martin.

“Then let’s ride. I want to be at the castle by midnight. Thomas, take the lead.”

The remaining knights formed a loose perimeter around Eileen and George as they rode. Thomas stayed in front, eyes on the road, trying hard not to think about the carnage they’d just witnessed, or the screams of the horses and men on fire. Henry brought his horse forward and rode beside Thomas. The young lord’s faced was pinched, and his inner light held a red tinge that was slowly fading away.

“So,” said Henry after a time, “are you going to pass out?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I’m a little shaky, but the lightning isn’t nearly the effort that the weather was.” He remembered healing Lionel in the city. “Or healing, for that matter. I could still do magic, this time. Last time I couldn’t even walk.”

“Good,” said Henry. “I’d rather not have to make camp.”

Thomas looked back over his shoulder at the men behind him. “How badly are they taking it?”

“Taking what?” asked Henry.

“The magic.”

Henry snorted. “How should I know if I’m riding up here with you? What did you find?”

“A stone rod. Quartz. Polished. No sign of magic in it.”

“Then why is it important?”

“Because I’m sure it was glowing with magic just before the man threw the fire,” said Thomas. “Bright as anything I’ve seen.”

“But not now.”

“No.”

“Then why keep it?”

“Because if I look at it in the day, I might learn how it works.”

Henry thought about it. “Could you learn who made it?”

Thomas shook his head. “I’m not like George is with pie; I can’t tell who made it by the taste. Magic just feels like magic. The strange thing is, it doesn’t feel at all like magic right now.”

“So what does that mean?”

“Don’t know,” said Thomas. He scanned the horizon again. “There’s something ahead.” 

“I see it,” said Henry. “And about time, too.”

There was a faint, flickering glow of red and yellow light in the distance—a torch high up from the ground.

“Faster pace,” called Henry. “We can see the village.”

He kicked his heels into his horse and moved it up to a brisk trot, the rest doing the same a moment later. Thomas kept himself even with Henry as the horses crunched their way down the snow-covered track.

The village was walled in behind a palisade, with a large stone keep in the middle. The lights they had seen were torches on the towers that bracketed the gate. Henry led the troop up to the gate and called, “Hello within!”

There was a long silence. A head appeared at the top of the wall. “Who calls?”

“Henry, son of the duke of Frostmire, seeking shelter.”

“What?” The head peered further over the wall, then retreated. “Wait!” the man called, and then the man disappeared from sight.

“He’s gone to get his sergeant,” said Lawrence. “Then the sergeant will ask the same question, then go and get his captain.”

“I know,” said Henry. “Meanwhile, we freeze.” He turned back to his men. “Gather around.”

The men rode closer, their horses jostling together.

“The enemy does not need to know that we have magic,” said Henry, his voice low enough not to carry to the wall. “There was a fight, they used magic, we beat them anyway. Not a word about Thomas’s magic. On your oaths. Understood?”

The knights looked uncomfortable, but they all nodded.

“Good,” said Henry. “Now let’s pray they let us in before we all freeze.”

As Lawrence had predicted, the next man up was the sergeant, who listened to Henry’s name, then retreated behind the battlements. Thomas waited for the lieutenant to arrive. Instead the gate cracked open and a dozen spearheads pointed through it. The sergeant stepped forward, a torch in his hand, and peered out from between the spear shafts.

“I thought it was you, Sir Lawrence,” said the sergeant. “I served with you against the bandits four seasons ago.” He looked at Henry. “Is this man as he says?”

“Aye,” said Lawrence. “As are the rest of us.”

“Then you’ll be needing shelter,” said the sergeant, gesturing to the men behind him. The spearheads were withdrawn. “Welcome, my lord. My men will escort you and your guests to the keep at once.”

 

***

 

The keep was big and stone and cold and draughty, and much, much better than riding through the snow all night. Baron Bellew built up a roaring fire in the hall and served up large mugs of a rather heady cider and a stew that, while obviously reheated from dinner and not very well flavoured, was very welcome after days of cold rations.

“What in name of the Four were you doing out there?” said the baron.

“Riding here,” said Henry. “Our messenger got intercepted. When did the enemy start operating so far south?”

“The last month or so. Your father’s called us all to pull in our troops and wait for the spring. Says he has a plan to get them on the run.”

“The spring is months away,” said Henry, his tone making it quite clear that he was not impressed. “The turn of the year isn’t even for another two months. Do we let them roam and kill as they like until then?”

“Not much to kill,” said the baron. “The cattle are all in, the sheep are all in, the people have all moved into larger settlements.”

“And meanwhile the enemy goes through our land at will,” said Henry. “We’re giving them free rein to scout the entire duchy. And our neighbours.”

The baron shrugged. “Not my plan, Lord Henry. Your father seems to think that we need to regroup.”

“And do we?” asked Henry.

The baron sighed. “We have had losses, and the magic is terrifying. We’re prepared as well as we can be, but it’s hard to fight an enemy that won’t stay still.” He drank some of his cider, puckering his lips and shuddering as the alcohol sank through him. “Harder still when the enemy is aligned with forces beyond this world.”

They aren’t from beyond this world, thought Thomas wearily. He didn’t bother saying anything. He was beginning to feel the effects of the magic, now. The shakiness that he’d felt on the ride was settling deep into his body, leaving him feeling as if his bones had been chilled. The exhaustion was coming again as well, and Thomas was sure he wasn’t going to keep his eyes open much longer. The stew and cider helped, but not much.

At least it’s stew, Thomas thought. After the fight, I don’t think I could stomach meat on the bone.

“My thanks for your hospitality,” said Henry, rising. “I know we are unexpected, and eight guests are no easy thing in the middle of winter. I believe I speak for us all when I say that we would be most grateful for a warm night’s sleep.” He turned to his men. “I am turning in. I suggest the rest of you do the same. It will be a long ride tomorrow.”

The knights rose and bowed as Henry walked out. Thomas and his friends followed suit. 

 

***

 

Halfway through breakfast, a man in the baron’s livery stopped by their table. 

“Lord Henry, a troop of men has arrived at the gate. Baron Bellew asks that you join him on the wall.”

“How many?” Henry asked.

“Twenty, my lord. Church soldiers.”

Thomas felt his heart sink.

Henry looked grim. “Everyone, get ready to leave.”

Thomas shoved another spoonful in his mouth and ran to their room to get his blades and coat. He met Henry at the door and followed him out into the cold morning.

The view from the top of the battlements confirmed Thomas’s fears. There were twenty soldiers on horseback, dressed in the church’s livery. Each man carried a sword and shield, and each had a crossbow across his back. Three others, dressed in the robes of the priests of the High Father, sat in their midst. One of them was shouting up to the battlements as Henry and Thomas arrived.

“We are servants of the church,” he was saying. “We have ridden far, and wish only a stable for our horses and an inn for ourselves.”

“If you are who you say you are, you are welcome,” said the baron, “But the High Father’s church has not sent soldiers north for a hundred years.”

“They have sent us,” said the man. “You hold the writ in your hand!”

“Think they were the ones who ambushed us?” asked Henry, quietly.

“I could see lights, not uniforms.” said Thomas. “The numbers are right, but the ones who attacked us weren’t on horses.”

“Left them behind,” said Henry. “Wanted to capture us, not ride us down.”

Thomas looked over the troop below. One man, smaller than the others, was looking directly up at the battlement. He saw Thomas and, with a quick motion, pulled off his hood.

“That’s the one who questioned me,” said Thomas to Henry, fighting to keep his voice steady. “The priest in the middle on the left.” He stepped back from the wall, but Henry caught his arm and pulled him forward.

“Stay visible,” said Henry. “Show nothing.” He released Thomas’s arm and leaned over the edge of the battlements. “I am Lord Henry, son of the duke of Frostmire. Who am I addressing?”

“Father Roberts,” said the man in front. “Special Envoy to the Archbishop. Come on the High Church’s business.”

“Let me see the writ,” said Henry, holding out his hand for it. The baron handed the paper over and Henry scanned it. Thomas waited, hoping Henry could find an excuse to leave them behind. Instead, Henry closed up the writ and called down. “You will accompany me and my men to Frostmire. We leave within the hour.” Thomas looked down at the inquisitor. The man was staring at him, his eyes narrowed, with something similar to a smile sitting on his lips. Thomas forced himself to stare back. This man did not break you, Thomas reminded himself, and he will not get the chance to try again.

An hour later, Henry and Thomas rode out at the head of the party. George, Eileen, the knights and a dozen of the baron’s men followed behind. They had taken their time getting ready, filling their bellies and straightening their clothes and gear at Henry’s orders so as to look as comfortable, well-prepared, and fresh as possible.

“Have your men fall in behind,” said Henry as he rode past Father Roberts, “then join me at the front of the column.”

He didn’t slow down to hear a reply. Thomas glanced over to see if the bishop would do as he was told. He did, and the church guards fell into line behind the baron’s troops. They looked cold and tired, and Thomas guessed they had been sleeping out for the past few nights.

Probably busy pursuing us.

Thomas turned to Henry. “How is having them with us a good idea?”

“Better than having them behind us,” said Henry.

“Not if they attack us.”

“They won’t,” said Henry.

“And we know this how?” asked Thomas, looking back at their column. The men had now joined in, and were following gamely behind.

“Because my father is the duke of Frostmire,” said Henry. “It’s one thing to attack in the dark—if it was them, which we can’t prove. It’s another thing to attack me in my father’s territory. If they start a fight, Sir Rowland and Sir Patrick have orders to ride as fast as they can to the nearest village and get reinforcements. From there, the word will be spread and they’ll be hunted down.”

Thomas heard the sound of one horse moving faster than the others. He looked over his shoulder and saw Father Roberts riding forward to join them at the head of the column. “My thanks for this opportunity, Lord Henry,” Roberts said when he drew even with them. “It is good to ride out in defence of the faith.”

“If you are here to help against these invaders,” said Henry, “then you come in defence of Frostmire. The faith has very little to do with it.”

“The defence of the kingdom is the defence of the faith,” said Father Roberts. “We have heard disquieting rumours in the South of witchcraft used against the poor souls of this duchy.”

“And yet, you came with so few men,” said Henry.

“We’re a scouting party. If the rumours are true, then we will send word south, and many, many more will come.”

“With the permission of my father, I’m sure,” said Henry.

“Of course,” said Father Roberts. “We would not think of doing otherwise.”

Unless it suited you, thought Thomas. Out loud, he said, “With your permission, Lord Henry, I’ll see to my friends.”

“Of course,” said Henry. “And send Sir Lawrence up, would you?”

“Of course, my lord.”

Thomas slowed his pace to let the column pass him. He gave the message to Lawrence as he went past, and rejoined his friends at the centre of the group.

“How goes it?” asked George. “They after your soul yet?”

Thomas shook his head. “Give them time.”

“This can’t be a good idea,” said Eileen, keeping her voice low.

“It isn’t,” said Sir Martin, riding directly behind them.

“Henry knows what he’s doing,” said Thomas.

“Lord Henry is making it up as he goes along,” said Martin. “And risking a major asset while doing so.” His look at Thomas left no question who he considered the asset. “Better to have left them behind.”

“He could be right,” said George.

“But it is not his place,” said Sir Patrick, riding up beside them. “Nor yours. Lord Henry has made his decision and we will abide by it. Is that understood?” His glare took in them all, but was centred on Martin.

“Aye,” said George. “We’re abiding.”

“Not if you’re flapping your lips,” said Patrick. “Sir Martin, ride scout with me, please.”

“Of course,” said Martin.

The two knights rode away from the column and broke into a trot, moving quickly ahead of the others. George and Eileen both looked far less than pleased at the scolding. Thomas was feeling the same way, but hoped it wasn’t showing on his face. He knew he had to trust Henry. Even so, he kept looking over his shoulder at the troops behind him as they rode.

The day passed without incidence, to Thomas’s surprise, and nightfall found them at another fortified village, smaller than the first. After a few words from Henry they were admitted. The knight who ruled the village was obviously appalled at the size of the party but did his best to be accommodating. He promised room for everyone, and insisted on feeding the entire group before they went their separate ways.

Henry acquiesced, and they all sat down to a meal of plain food and tense company. The church guards looked down their noses at the knights, who glared back despite being outnumbered four to one. Baron Bellew’s soldiers had no idea why there was tension between the two groups, and they did their best to stay out of the middle of things.

At a small table in the back, Thomas, Eileen and George sat and watched all the groups watch each other, and watched the knights casting surreptitious glances at them.

“This is going to be fun,” muttered George.

“Aye,” said Thomas. “I’m not planning to sleep between here and Frostmire.”

“Good luck with that,” said George, looking over the church guard. “Say, what if we’re attacked again and you have to…” 

“Shouldn’t happen with a party this big,” said Thomas. At least, it better not. 

“That priest with them,” said Eileen, “Not Father Roberts; the other one. Why do you think he’s here?”

Thomas found his mouth dry. He swallowed, then said, “He’s an inquisitor.”

“How do you know?” George asked.

It took Thomas time before he could manage to say, “Because he’s the one who questioned me.”

“What did he do?” asked Eileen.

“Nothing,” said Thomas. “Just questioned me.”

“Then why are you acting so funny about it?”

Thomas was about to protest that he wasn’t acting funny when George said with a lowered voice, “He’s noticed us looking at him.”

“Wonderful,” said Thomas. Just what I need.

“He’s getting up,” said Eileen. “He’s coming over here.”

Thomas forced himself not to look; to keep an indifferent expression when he heard the man’s footsteps approach their table. He stopped beside Thomas.

 “Good evening,” he said. “We have not been properly introduced. I am Father Alphonse.”

Thomas forced himself to look up, to see the eyes of the man who’d left him chained and helpless in that dark cell. Father Alphonse smiled down at him.

“Thomas I know, of course,” said Father Alphonse. “But you two I have not met. May I join you?”

George and Eileen both looked to Thomas, waiting for him to answer. Thomas leaned back in his chair, trying to act casual and hoping the pounding of his heart was not audible. “And why would I say yes?”

Father Alphonse ignored his response and pulled a chair up from another table. “Thomas and I met while he was in the custody of the High Father. I was his inquisitor.”

“We know,” said George. He leaned forward, resting his powerful forearms on the table. Father Alphonse took in George’s size, then glanced back at the tables where his guards were, as if reassuring himself they were in range.

“You must be George,” said Father Alphonse when he turned back, “which would make your small companion Alexander, would it not?”

“It would,” said Thomas before either of his friends could speak. The man would find out “Alex” was a girl soon enough. Thomas found no reason to disabuse him of the notion until then.

“Then you were with Thomas when he killed Bishop Malloy,” said Father Alphonse. “I’ve heard Thomas’s version of events, but I would love to hear yours.”

“Bishop Malloy was killing children,” said George. “We stopped him.”

There was something in the low rumbling tone of George’s voice that made Thomas think of a bear looking at his not-yet-caught dinner. Father Alphonse noticed it too, judging from the slight paling of his face.

“Could you not have stopped him another way?” Alphonse asked Eileen. “Did you really need to kill him?”

“Yes,” said Thomas before Eileen could reply. The inquisitor opened his mouth to ask another question, but Thomas spoke first. “Why are you here?”

“In the North?” Father Alphonse shrugged. “We have heard a rumour of witchcraft coming to the Duchy of Frostmire and we are investigating.” He could have meant the invaders, Thomas supposed, but it was doubtful. “To this table?” Father Alphonse continued. “Well, one should learn who one is travelling with.”

“You know who you are travelling with,” said Thomas. “You have writs for their arrest.”

“And yours,” agreed Alphonse, his voice pleasant. “It was their choice to participate in a murder. They should face the consequences.”

“We already faced the consequences,” said Thomas through gritted teeth. “We were arrested. We were tried. The bishop was declared guilty of witchcraft. We were cleared of any wrongdoing.”

“But that was before we found the books in your apartment,” said Father Alphonse, “Tell me, what did you have to sacrifice to gain your power?”

The life of three friends, Thomas thought. My peace of mind and my education. Out loud, he said, “How is it that you ended up at my apartment?”

The inquisitor leaned back. “How do you mean?”

“All charges were dropped,” said Thomas. “So how is it your lot ended up at my apartment in the first place?”

Father Alphonse smiled again. “You must be relieved to be able to ask the questions.”

“Are you going to answer them?” said Thomas.

Father Alphonse rose from the table. “We will have you again, you know.” He looked over at Eileen and George. “And your friends, too.”

“No, you won’t.”

Alphonse ignored Thomas and looked over George. “You know,” he said, his voice still conversational, “I have made men larger than you break and cry like infants.”

George leaned on the table, the wood creaking under his weight as he stood up, his face inches from the inquisitor’s. His voice was a low, dangerous growl. “Try.”

The inquisitor smiled. “Well, I must retire,” he said. “We will speak more in Frostmire.” He stepped away from the table and George. “By the way, did Thomas tell you how he comported himself while he was under question? Most unfortunate, really. Hard to retain one’s dignity when one is unable to control one’s bowels.”

Thomas was on his feet, one hand reaching for his sword, when Henry’s voice cut through the room.

“It is time to retire,” said Henry. “Father, take your men to their billets. Knights, friends, with me. Now.”

It took a great deal of Thomas’s will to step back from the table. Father Alphonse just smiled again, turned away and walked back to his companions. The church guards were all looking at Thomas, and several of them were laughing. Thomas, shaking with anger, took a deep breath and forced himself to stare back at them until Father Roberts ordered them from the room.

He realized George and Eileen were watching him, too. He didn’t say anything to them, just walked across the room to Henry.

Henry waited for Thomas to come close. “Remember that killing him will not help anything.”

“Define ‘help’.”

“Not annoying the church to the point where it sends five hundred men after you instead of twenty,” said Henry. “Now go to bed. We have a long ride in the morning.”
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For the next three days they rode toward the city of Frostmire. Villages dotted the roadside more frequently, but at each one they found only burned-out shells of buildings and the leaning, charred remains of the stockades that surrounded them. For two nights they slept in the open on the cold ground with rotating shifts of four men on watch.

Henry and his knights grew more grim by the mile. The villages, Henry informed Thomas, had been intact when he had come through a month earlier. Baron Bellew’s men did not look surprised at the destruction. When Henry questioned them, they told of seeing the lights of the raiders’ fires. The church troops simply looked scared, and Father Roberts made signs of blessing over the villages as they passed.

As afternoon was fading on the third day, Martin called out, “There! Home!”

The knights increased their pace. Straining his eyes, Thomas could just make out the walls of the city. Soon it was easier to see, though it took another day’s ride for them to reach it. When they arrived, Thomas found himself feeling slightly disappointed. He had expected something grander, he realized. Instead, the city of Frostmire squatted on the edge of a lake like a giant stone spider, frozen in wait for its prey.

“Thank the Four,” said Martin.

“Aye,” agreed Patrick. “At least this is still standing and unscarred.”

“That’s unscarred?” said George.

“Well, no new scars.” 

Thomas looked over the walls. “They look like they’ve seen better days.”

“They aren’t pretty,” agreed Patrick. “But they still hold, and that’s what’s important.”

“We’ve had the tribes at our doors a few times. And others,” said Rowland. He pointed to one blackened stretch of wall. “That’s where they nearly managed to scale up fifteen years ago. They used each other’s bodies as ladders. We poured boiling oil down on them and lit it.” He shifted his finger to another section of wall built from an entirely different colour of stone. “That’s where our neighbours to the west managed to break it down using sappers about a hundred years ago.”

“Neighbours to the west?”

“Kingdom of Meithe, Duchy of Aithar—currently ruled by Duke Reaver, if you can believe it. They claim the name goes back to a time of great warriors. Me, I think it comes from when they were all horse thieves.”

Sir Patrick laughed. “They nearly took the city, but Lord Henry’s great-grandfather managed to rally the troops and push them back.” He smiled. “The next year, he went after them, and that’s how we extended to the mountains in the west.”

Thomas thought about it. “Any chance they’re the attackers?”

“None,” said Patrick.

“Ah,” said Thomas. At Patrick’s silence, added, “Why not?”

“Three reasons,” said Sir Rowland. “First, we’ve had a peace treaty with them for close to a hundred years and no one’s sought to break it yet. Second, Lord John is betrothed to Lise, the duke’s daughter, so there’s no benefit to waging war.”

“And third?”

“The Order of the Bear,” said Patrick. “Led by Henry’s eldest brother, Richard. The ironworks are in the mountains, and the Order of the Bear guards them, plus three fair-sized towns with a good number of strong men at arms and strong reserves. Getting past them is difficult.”

“But not impossible?” asked Thomas.

“It’s been done,” said Patrick. “About two hundred years ago. But never without us knowing about it.”

Another easy answer gone, thought Thomas. Oh, well.

Henry led them to the gates and shouted out. There was a stunned silence at first, and then a half-dozen questions before the guard disappeared from view. After a short, cold wait, the gates opened just wide enough to let in one rider at a time, though they could have easily let in six riders abreast. On the other side of the gate a party of guards waited with spears and swords at the ready. Their attitude shifted from hostile to joyous when they saw Henry, but the gate opened no further.

The city itself was built out of a local brown stone that did little to add charm to the streets, and left the entire place feeling cold and somehow dirty. Some of the buildings featured other sorts of rock, and a few had been painted, but neither addition was much of an improvement. The roofs were thatch or shingle, the windows shuttered against the cold. The cobblestone streets were covered with dirty snow and filled with people.

At first Thomas thought that the city was bustling, like Hawksmouth on a market day. But the people were just standing in the streets, doing nothing and going nowhere. Looking off the main thoroughfare, Thomas saw makeshift shelters lining the streets, and women and children staring out from underneath piles of blankets or out the doors of tents. Small fires—many of them burning dung, from the smell—were surrounded by groups of men and women, huddling close for warmth. The knights looked at the crowds with dismay. Henry rode through it all with his back stiff and his eyes straight ahead.

The castle was as brown as the rest of the buildings, but considerably higher. While the rest of the town seemed content at one or two stories, as if the buildings were hugging themselves to the earth for warmth, the outer walls of the castle rose to twenty-five feet, and the buildings within rose higher yet.

“This is the original wall of Frostmire,” said Patrick, as they passed under the archway. “The outer wall was built a hundred years later as the town grew.”

“Grew?” said George. “Why was there was a town here in the first place.”

“The lake,” said Lawrence. “The river that feeds it runs straight from the mountains where the mines are, and the river that flows from it runs southeast to the coast. It’s the fastest way to bring metals to the markets, and  an obvious place for trappers to stop. First it was a trading post, then a castle, then the city.”

Henry raised a hand, bringing the column to a halt in the inner courtyard of the castle. Stable boys rushed out and a pair of guards at the door saluted. Henry exchanged words with the stable boys—and everything became chaotic for a time. The knights and guards dismounted and the stable boys took their horses and their extra gear. The church guards, Thomas noticed, were roundly ignored. The father and inquisitor dismounted, though the remainder of their troop stayed on horseback, looking uncertain as to what to do next.

A pair of men who could only be Henry’s brothers, if appearances were anything to go on, stepped through the door of the inner keep and into the courtyard. The taller of the two waved. The other only surveyed the group, taking special notice first of Thomas and his friends, then of Father Roberts and the inquisitor.

“Henry!” called the first man, stepping down the stairs to embrace his younger brother. “How are you? How was the trip? Success?”

“Some,” said Henry. “I’ll tell all to father, so why don’t you two come and save me repeating it?”

“We will,” said his brother. He looked at the group. “Who are your friends?”

“George, Eileen and Thomas,” said Henry, pointing at each in turn. Thomas risked a glance behind and saw the confusion, then anger on Father Alphonse’s face. Thomas smiled at him, then turned back.

Henry’s oldest brother looked Thomas up and down. “So, this is him, then.”

“It is,” said Henry. “Thomas, my brother, Richard.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Thomas giving a short bow, “Lord Richard.”

“And I am curious to meet you,” said the other brother, stepping forward.

“Lord John,” said Henry.

“Pleased to meet you, Lord John,” said Thomas, bowing again and wondering how much they knew. 

“Father said that you were something of an expert on magic,” said John, which didn’t give Thomas an answer. “Did Bishop Malloy really use it against you?”

“He did,” said Thomas, glancing again over his shoulder to Father Roberts and the inquisitor, both of whom were looking less than happy.

John nodded. “Interesting.” He looked over at the two priests, both auspiciously left off the list of Henry’s friends. “And these are?”

“Father Roberts,” the man said. “Special Envoy to the Archbishop. This is Father Alphonse, Inquisitor.”

“Inquisitor?” Richard’s eyebrows went up. “What need does the church have to send an inquisitor here?”

“There was word that men are using witchcraft in the North,” said Alphonse. “I have been sent to identify and remove those persons.”

“Those persons are the enemy,” said John, “and if you can remove them, you’ll get a hero’s welcome from us all.”

The inquisitor looked at Thomas and smiled. “We shall do our best, Lord John.”

Thomas found himself biting the inside of his cheek, but managed to say nothing.

“I am most anxious to speak to your father, Lord Richard, Lord John,” said Father Roberts, bowing slightly to each man in turn. “These are matters of some great urgency.”

“Unfortunately, you will have to wait. There are other, more urgent matters to discuss,” said Henry. “Starting with why we didn’t defend the villages against our attackers.”

“Father seemed to think it best,” said Richard.

“He’s right,” said John. “We should waste men patrolling when there is nothing to protect?”

Richard’s eyes narrowed. “There’s nothing left to protect because we didn’t send the men out when they were needed.” He turned back to Thomas and his friends. “You no doubt wish to get warm. Come inside.”

Richard turned to Father Roberts, but Henry stepped forward before his brother could speak. “I suggest you take yourself to the home of Father Wollesley. He has space for you all among his own guard, I’m sure.”

John stepped forward. “The envoy and his men are most welcome.”

“But they are also most tired,” said Henry, “and I’m sure would wish to rest in a familiar atmosphere.” He looked directly at Father Roberts. “Don’t worry. I’ll inform my father of your mission, and I am sure he will summon you at his first convenience.”

Henry looked to the men Baron Bellew had sent. “Your escort was most appreciated. There is room for you in the barracks, and I will order hot meals sent to you at once.” Henry looked to one of the stable boys. “Escort them, please.”

“Thank you, my lord,” said the captain. He spoke a quick order and led his men after the stable boy.

Henry stood, his hand resting on the hilt of his rapier, looking at Father Roberts. The silence grew long and uncomfortable. Thomas watched Father Roberts’s lips tighten and turn white. At last, the man bowed and said, “I wish you well, Lord Henry, and look forward to speaking with your father at the earliest opportunity.”

The envoy mounted, the inquisitor following a moment later. They turned their horses and led their troop out into the streets of the city. Henry smiled as he watched them go. It was not in the least a pleasant expression.

“That was extremely rude, brother,” said John.

“It was,” agreed Richard.

“So was trying to kill us while we slept,” said Henry. Richard and John stared first at Henry, who offered no more explanation, then at the retreating church men. Henry turned to his knights. “You’re welcome to come in and join us for a meal, or go home to your families. We’ll meet tomorrow after breakfast.”

 The knights bowed, and to a man said they would go home. 

“If you please, brothers,” said Henry. “Lead the way.”

The castle proper had been built for defence, Thomas saw. The antechamber had slits in the walls and trapdoors in the roof, all for attacking whatever enemy tried to enter unbidden. Beyond the inner doors, the great hall was wide open, with high ceilings and a balcony running around the entirety of the room. Tapestries decorated the walls. A large hearth blazed to one side, and Richard and John led them there, calling for food as they went. Servants came and were immediately sent out to scare up some dinner and hot mulled wine for all of them. Thomas found his mouth watering at the very thought.

“So,” said John, turning back to Thomas. “The story of Bishop Malloy’s magic. How much of it was true?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I don’t know how much Henry—” He caught himself. “Lord Henry has embellished it.”

“Not too much,” said Richard, “though he did linger on the description of George’s sister dressed in breeches.” He smiled at George. “Begging your apologies.”

“Oh, it’s not his you’re going to have to beg,” said Henry.

“I swear, Henry,” snapped Eileen, “have you not seen a pair of legs before?”

“It wasn’t the legs he was talking about,” said John. He turned to Thomas. “I assume she cleans up well?”

“Henry,” said Richard while Thomas was still formulating an answer, “what is she doing here? Or her brother, for that matter?”

“It’s a long story,” said Henry. “I’ll tell you everything when I speak to Father. Where is he, by the way?”

“With the city council,” said John. “They’re panicking about trade in the spring. Worried nothing will be left.”

“Can’t say as I blame them,” said Henry. “Now come. Food and drink, then rooms for my friends so they can clean themselves up.” He bowed to Eileen. “If I offered a bath, would I earn some forgiveness?”

“Mine, maybe,” said Eileen. “Good luck getting forgiveness from George.”

“I will strive to earn it,” said Henry, handing the first of the newly arrived mulled wine mugs to George. “Beginning with this.”

 

***

 

Two hours later, warmed thoroughly from a lunch of stew followed by a guided trip to the bathhouses beneath the castle, Thomas sat on a bench in the great hall. The castle was cold, and Thomas wore a thick sweater over his clean shirt and breeches. He’d kept his rapier on at Henry’s instruction.

The great hall was not empty anymore. A dozen young men were sitting around one of the tables and shooting dice. They didn’t notice Thomas immediately, and Thomas, unsure who they were, left them alone.

“Hey, there!”

One of the young men had risen to his feet. “Who are you?”

“Thomas Flarety,” said Thomas, rising and bowing slightly. “And you?”

“Lord Percy of Dunham,” said the young man, looking Thomas up and down. “What are you doing here?”

”Waiting for Lord Henry.”

“You’ll have a long wait, then,” said another. “He’s gone south.”

“He’s returned,” said Thomas.

That gained him everyone’s attention. “Who told you that?” demanded Lord Percy. “No one told us that.”

“I rode with him,” said Thomas. “We arrived about two hours ago.”

The others were all on their feet, now, and closing with Thomas.

“Did the king send men?”

“How many mercenaries did he bring?”

“Are any of his precious students coming?”

“Do we have enough to march out in force?”

“Did you see any of the enemy?”

“Where is he now?”

“The king is sending men,” said Thomas, thanking the training from his law classes that helped him keep all the questions straight. “Barons Cavish and Meekin are bringing them north along with the mercenaries, the foodstuffs, and those students who were given permission to come.”

“What about the enemy? Did you see them?” demanded a bulky, blond young man.

“Don’t be stupid,” said another. “If they’d met the enemy they wouldn’t be here.”

“Henry had his knights.”

“Henry had his knights before,” said a brown-haired one. “Didn’t stop him from getting beat and running away.”

“And he probably ran away again this time.” The blond one turned on Thomas. “So, did you see the enemy?”

“Aye,” said Thomas.

“Told you!” crowed the blond one. “No one would be getting here without the enemy spotting them. How many did you lose?”

“Two,” said Thomas. “Sir Michael and Sir Gareth.”

“Only two?” sneered the dark-haired one. “You must have run fast.”

“We didn’t run,” said Thomas. Before anyone could ask anything more, Thomas added, “But that’s Henry’s story to tell, not mine.”

“Lord Henry,” corrected Lord Percy. “He’s Lord Henry to you.”

“Who’s that?” said another of the young lords, shoving his chin to the direction of one of the inner hallways.

Eileen was standing in the door, wearing a clean skirt and thick sweater.

“Now there’s a pretty thing,” said another of the lords. “Tell me she isn’t Lord Henry’s.”

“She isn’t,” said Thomas.

“Then she’s fair game.”

“Thomas?” Eileen called.

Thomas smiled at the others and bowed slightly. “If you gentlemen will excuse me.”

He didn’t bother waiting for an answer before going to Eileen and taking her hand, bowing over it and kissing it. When he straightened, she was looking askance at him. “And what’s that about?”

Thomas made a slight motion of his head at the young men behind him. “Just disabusing them of whatever notions they were holding.”

Eileen looked. “And what notions were they holding?”

“They’re boys,” said Thomas. “What do you think?”

Eileen humphed, but squeezed Thomas’s hand in hers. “Have you seen Henry?”

“Not since the baths. He said to wait for him here.”

“This place is huge. I got lost twice on the way back from the baths.” She looked past Thomas’s shoulder. “They’re coming over.”

“Of course they are,” muttered Thomas, turning.

“Now, friend Thomas,” said Lord Percy, stepping past him to stand beside Eileen. “You have yet to introduce us to this lovely lady.”

“A sad lack of manners on your part,” said another of the young lords, stepping past him on the other side.

“Thomas was saying that you are currently unattached,” said a third.

“Was he?” Eileen’s eyebrow went up.

“Thomas was saying you were not with Lord Henry,” corrected Thomas.

“Well, he is right about that,” said Eileen.

“Then you must be open to better offers,” said a fourth. “After all, Henry is many things, but he could hardly be the first choice for a young lady as pretty as yourself.”

“He wasn’t.” 

“Just as well,” said Lord Percy. “You could do so much better.”

Eileen smiled at Thomas. “I have.”

“Pretty as you are,” said another young lord, “why have we not seen you here before?”

“I came north with Henry,” said Eileen. “Along with my brother.”

“A family affair, is it?” said Lord Percy. “Tell me... I never did get your name.”

“No,” said Eileen, “you didn’t.”

A chuckle ran through a few of the young lords, and Percy managed half a smile. “Tell us then, missy,” he said. “What are you to Lord Henry, if not his lady?”

“A friend,” said Eileen. “That is, he is a friend of mine.”

“I’m sure he is,” said another of the lords, sneering at her. “I can’t imagine why.”

“I see,” said Percy. He turned back to Thomas. “And what are you, exactly? You’re not a noble or you’d have said so. Your weapons are wrong for a mercenary, and your clothes aren’t right for a merchant, so what are you?”

The main doors to the hall opened, bringing in a gust of cold air and a large-framed, older man wearing a long fur cloak and a sword. He was taller than Henry and his hair was streaked with silver, but Thomas could still see the resemblance. A half-dozen knights followed behind him, while servants scurried forward offering to take his cloak. When the man handed it off, Thomas could see the mail shirt he wore underneath.

The lords immediately left off and went to the man, bowing. He waved them away, and his eyes went to Thomas. “And who are you, that you wear a sword in my halls?”

Thomas advanced and bowed low. “Thomas Flarety, your Grace. I came with Lord Henry—”

“Henry’s back?” the duke’s eyes lit up. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know, your Grace,” said Thomas. “He was in the baths, last I saw him.”

The duke looked at Thomas’s rapier. “We don’t usually wear swords in my halls, young Thomas.”

“Your pardon, your Grace—”

“My fault, Father,” called Henry from the door. He, too, had changed, though rather than wearing a sweater like Thomas or Eileen, he had chosen richly dyed, fur-lined jacket. George followed him, wearing only a shirt and breeches and seeming unaffected by the cold. 

The duke smiled. “Henry!”

The two met in the middle of the room, the duke embracing his son hard. “I was worried, boy.”

“Me, too, Father.” Henry stepped back and bowed. “It is good to see you.”

“And you! Did you have any success?”

“Some, though not as much as we’d hoped.” He stepped aside and raised a hand toward Thomas. “May I present Thomas Flarety.”

“We just met,” said Duke Antonius. “Henry has said many good things about you, Thomas, both in his letters home and in our conversations.”

Thomas bowed deeply. “I hope he didn’t exaggerate too much.”

“I hope the same,” said the duke. “Will you aid us, then?”

“To the best of my ability.”

“And may I present his friends,” said Henry, gesturing George and Eileen forward, “George and Eileen Gobhann.”

“Friends?” The duke frowned. “And one of them a girl?” He looked to Henry for an explanation.

“It was unfortunately necessary,” said Henry. “I did offer them shelter here, on your behalf.”

The duke’s eyes narrowed at Henry, but he nodded. “Of course. Any guest of my son is a guest of mine.” He looked over Henry’s head. “Approach.”

George and Eileen both looked rather nervous as they came forward to stand beside Thomas. George bowed stiffly and Eileen dropped into curtsey.

“Our thanks,” said Eileen.

“And why was it unfortunately necessary that you come?” asked the duke.

“That is something we should discuss privately,” said Henry before Eileen could reply. He pointed at his father’s mail coat. “Have city council meetings grown more dramatic these days?”

The duke was unfazed by the sudden change in subject. “There’s been talk of unrest in the streets. There are many refugees, and not enough food for them all.”

“I saw. What happened?”

“The same as was happening when you left. The enemy fights well in the snow.”

“So we’re hiding from him?”

The duke’s expression darkened slightly. “We’re letting him starve himself through the winter so we can fight him better when spring comes.” He inclined his head in Thomas’s direction. “Now tell me why you thought it was a good idea for this one to be wearing his sword.”

“I thought it would keep the servants from asking him questions until you had an opportunity to talk.”

“An interesting idea,” said the duke. “However, servants are not the only ones he met.”

Henry took in the young nobles and nodded a greeting to them. “Of course not.” He turned back to Thomas. “I take it none of them accosted you?”

“Not me,” said Thomas. Henry frowned, and George cast a speculative look down the hall at the young noblemen.

“I would speak with you, Thomas Flarety,” said the duke.

He dismissed his knights with a gesture and they filed out of the hall. “Henry, where are your brothers?”

“Here, Father,” said Lord John, dodging past two of the knights. Richard was practically on his heels. Thomas remembered what Henry had said about the network of spies in the castle and wondered who had run to inform each brother of their father’s arrival. “How was the meeting with the council?”

“They listened to me,” said Duke Antonius, “though few are happy about my decision.”

“Richard should have gone with you,” said John. “Two voices would have served better.”

“I would have sided with them,” said Richard. “If they were asking you to send out troops.”

Duke Antonius frowned at his eldest son. “They understand that we must hold what we have. Fighting a winter war is never wise.”

“As you say, Father,” said Richard, bowing. “I see you’ve met Thomas.”

“I have,” said the duke, “And would now like some quiet conference with him. Join us.”

The duke led them all out of the hall. The young lords watched as they passed, and while their eyes followed Eileen with interest, the duke’s presence kept them from saying anything more.

Duke Antonius took them up a flight of stairs and down a twisting hallway to a long chamber with a table running the length of the room, surrounded by a score of chairs. Three large candelabras lined the middle of the table, the candles unlit. The walls hung were with banners and weapons. A fireplace, stood in one wall, unlit. Pale light came in through a row of windows. The room was cold enough that Thomas could see his breath. The duke walked to the head of the table and sat.

“Close the door, sit down, and let us hear of this trip, Henry. Has the king promised men?”

“He has, Father,” said Henry as they all took places at the table, “though not as many as we had hoped. The king is giving us two hundred men, and some twenty students from the Academy will be marching with them. Barons Meekin and Cavish will be bringing five hundred mercenaries and supplies when they come.”

“I had hoped for twice the number from the king,” said the duke. “They will be enough to bolster our own forces, at any rate.” He looked to George and Eileen. “And why are these two here?”

“They were with us at the beginning of the summer,” said Henry. “They’re here because our actions raised some enmity among the Church of the High Father.”

“I meant in my council chamber,” said the duke, smiling. “But that does explain why a certain Father Roberts accosted me in the streets, claiming a great need to speak with me.”

“It does,” agreed Henry. “I suggest not seeing him any time soon.”

“I’m sure you do,” said John, “given your part in those troubles. What are we going to do with your friends?”

“George is a smith,” said Henry. “I’m sure we can find some use for him.”

“Can you forge weapons?” asked the duke.

“I can,” said George. He untied the knife sheath from his belt and offered it to Duke Antonius. 

The duke pulled the long blade free from the sheath and examined it closely. “Very good work,” he said. “If you can make this, you can make arrowheads and spear-points.”

“I can,” said George. “And if your armourers are willing to teach me, I’ll make swords as well.”

Thomas wondered if George knew that he sounded exactly like Eileen did when she talked about going to the Academy. Like brother, like sister, Thomas mused, realizing a moment later that Eileen was going to be stuck without anything to do while she was in the city.

“And you,” said Duke Antonius to Eileen, as if reading Thomas’s thoughts, “What shall we do with you?”

“I… I don’t know, your Grace,” said Eileen.

“We can find something to keep her occupied, I’m sure,” said Henry. “Shall we give them both chambers in the family wing?”

The duke grunted his agreement. He turned his attention to Thomas. “So. Is it true?”

It took Thomas a moment to remember that Henry had given his father all the details of their adventures, including Thomas’s magic. He nodded. “Yes, your Grace.”

“Show me.”

Thomas was unsure what to do for a moment. Not able to think of anything else, he raised his hand and opened his palm. A moment later, a ball of light danced on it. Both elder brothers started at the sight, then leaned in to get a better look.

“It’s a trick,” said John.

“A good one,” said Richard.

“It isn’t a trick,” said Henry.

“Nor is it truly convincing,” said Duke Antonius. “What else can you do?”

Thomas let the light fade to nothing on his palm and focused in on the candelabras. One by one he made the candles come alight. The duke and his sons started slightly as each candle flickered into flame.

“These are tricks,” said John again, “designed to amuse fools at fairs. There is no magic here.”

“If you want proof, speak to my knights,” said Henry. “They watched him destroy one of the enemy’s magicians.”

Duke Antonius sat suddenly straighter, his eyes going from the candles to Henry. “You were attacked?”

“Twice,” said Henry. “The second time by the enemy.”

“And no doubt Thomas dispersed the enemy both times single-handed,” said John. “Father, this is ridiculous.”

“Be silent,” said Duke Antonius, still looking at Henry. “How did you survive the first battle unscathed?”

“There wasn’t a first battle,” said Henry. “George heard something and woke Thomas. Thomas saw them in the dark and called a snowstorm to cover our escape.”

“A snowstorm?” the duke looked again to Thomas.

“A very small one,” clarified Thomas. “And the effort had me falling from my saddle.”

The duke looked unconvinced. “And the second time?”

“We were ambushed by the enemy,” said Henry. “They were hiding under snow. One of them threw the fire that killed Michael and Gareth. Thomas killed him.”

“And how did you do that, Thomas?” asked Duke Antonius.

“Lightning,” said Thomas, trying not to remember the stench of the battlefield. “I called lightning to kill their magician and one of their archers. When the others ran, Henry and his men rode them down and killed them all.”

“All of them?” The duke looked at his youngest son.

“All.” Henry smiled like a wolf standing over its fallen prey.

“Well done,” said Richard to Henry.

“You cannot expect us to believe this,” said John.

“Do you want to go look at the bodies?” asked Henry.

“I’m sure they’re as dead as you say,” said John. “It’s the magic I don’t believe. All I’ve seen are parlour tricks.”

“When Henry told me of your abilities,” said Duke Antonius, raising his voice loud enough to still John’s protests, “he said that your lightning killed a dozen of Bishop Malloy’s men. Is this true?”

“I was working with borrowed power,” said Thomas. 

“So Henry said.” The duke frowned—in thought rather than anger. “I would like to see you call lightning.”

“Not in here, you wouldn’t,” said Henry. “It’s very loud and tends to start fires.”

“Nonetheless.” The duke pointed at the logs stacked on the cold hearth. “Send it to the fireplace. Now, if you please.”

Thomas nodded his reluctant agreement. He wasn’t sure what would happen in so small a room. George and Eileen, both sitting near the fireplace, were out of their seats and moving to the other side of the table before Thomas could suggest it. Richard looked nervous, but stayed where he was. John sat back, crossed his arms and waited.

It took Thomas a moment to summon the concentration, another to raise his hand and open it. When he did, a blinding flash and a deafening CRACK filled the room. The logs in the fireplace exploded into flaming kindling that flew out onto the floor.

Everyone save Thomas stared at the debris that lay scattered throughout the room. The duke had turned white, his mouth open with shock. Richard’s expression mirrored his father’s. John looked both angry and frightened. Thomas, his ears ringing, ran to the fireplace and grabbed the small shovel from beside it, using it to scoop up flaming bits of wood from the floor and toss them back where they belonged.

The door hurled open and a dozen men burst into the room with swords in hand.

“Your Grace!” called the first man. “What happened here?”

Duke Antonius rose to his feet. “It is all right.”

The knight looked at the flaming scraps of wood spread around the room, then at the shocked looks on the lords’ faces. The duke followed his gaze. “A log exploded in the fireplace. Help to clean it up, please.”

“Aye, your Grace.” The man turned to the others and said, “Get this kindling into the fireplace.” He looked back to Duke Antonius. “Your Grace, are you all right?”

“I am,” said the duke, speaking very slowly. “We are all fine. Would you ask one of your men to escort these three —” he gestured at Thomas, George and Eileen, “back to the great hall? My sons and I have matters to discuss.”

“Of course, your Grace,” said the knight. 
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 An hour later, Henry found them in the great hall.

“So,” said Thomas, looking at his friend’s face. “How bad is it?”

“Well,” Henry pulled out a chair at their table and joined them, “Richard thinks your talents are handy, but worries that the church may withdraw any possible support if we use them. John is sure the church will withdraw support until we turn you over and thinks your talents are overrated.”

“And your father?”

“My father was impressed.”

“So, where does that leave us?” asked Eileen.

“Waiting,” said Henry. He looked into the fireplace, where a small blaze sent minimal heat into the otherwise empty hall. “Father has decided not to take any actions until spring. He believes the enemy will starve by then.”

“And what do you believe?” asked Thomas.

“I wouldn’t question my father’s wisdom,” said Henry. He raised his chin slightly, and Thomas looked in the direction of the gesture to see a woman sweeping the balcony. “I’ll show you your rooms. You’ll need time to get settled and organized before dinner tonight.”

“Dinner?” repeated George.

“Aye. My father is holding an impromptu banquet to celebrate my return.”

“And we have to be there?” asked George, looking uncomfortable at the idea.

“I want you there,” said Henry. “Eileen and Thomas have suitable clothes. We’ll find something for you. Enrich, one of my father’s knights, is about your size. I’ll bespeak him for clothes. He can deliver them to your rooms.” Henry smiled. “Speaking of which, follow me.”

He led them down the twisting halls of the castle. What had once been separate structures were now joined by passages of stone, or by other buildings that had been built between them. Three turns brought them through a wide set of doors and into the inner keep; two more, to a flight of stairs. That, in turn, took them to a long hall, sun-lit by a thick-paned window at its end. Halfway down it, Henry opened one of the doors. “Eileen.”

Eileen looked in and gasped. It was not as well appointed as the rooms in the Residence in Hawksmouth, but it was close. The bed was large, with heavy velvet hangings around it to keep the sleeper warm at night. There was a fireplace and a pair of comfortable chairs and a thick rug on the floor. A large trunk lay at the food of the bed and a wardrobe stood on one wall. Eileen’s bags lay open on the floor and a servant was hanging up her clothes and sword in the wardrobe.

“What do you think?”

“Wow,” said Eileen. “This is amazing!”

“Only the best for a beautiful lady,” said Henry.

“Flatterer,” said Eileen, still looking at the room.

Henry smiled. “George, your room is here.”

George’s room was very much the same, if slightly smaller. His clothes had already been put away, and the makings for a fire laid into the fireplace.

“Is Thomas’s room like this?” asked Eileen.

“Not in the slightest,” said Henry. “You two are in the family wing because the castle is rather full. Otherwise you’d be in the outer keep with the young lords and ladies.”

“I’ve seen the young lords,” said Eileen, “and don’t fancy being anywhere near them.”

“Well, you don’t need to worry about that,” said Henry. “This is the inner keep. No one enters unless they’re family or guests.” He turned to Thomas. “You, on the other hand, have to worry. Come on.”

“Can we come?” asked Eileen.

Henry shook his head. “The day’s getting on. You should rest before dinner. It’s going to be a long night. Which reminds me...” he stepped back to Eileen’s room and spoke briefly to the servant there. The girl curtsied and walked briskly away. “She’ll bring Enrich and some spare clothes, George,” said Henry. “Come on, Thomas.”

Henry retraced his steps out of the inner keep, though the hallways to one of the corner towers. He led Thomas up a set of twisting stairs that stopped on the second floor. Instead of more stairs, there was a door set into the stone wall of the tower. Thomas’s bags had been set down outside the door and a bored guard stood watch over them. Henry dismissed the man with a wave and pulled a key on a long loop of leather from his jacket pocket.

“Sorry you’re not all staying together,” said Henry. “We were really only expecting you.” He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

“It’s all right,” said Thomas as he picked up his bags and followed. The room was large and round and took up the whole of the tower. The windows were thin slits in the tower walls—once meant for firing arrows through, Thomas was sure—and little light came through the glass panes. The walls were plastered smooth, and the ceiling above had been plastered in spiralling designs. The fireplace on the far wall had a thick stone mantle, and the floor was high quality, polished wood. A set of stair circled up one section of the wall, leading to the floor above. A lot of work had gone into the creation of this space and something about it struck Thomas as not quite right.

The furnishings were nice enough. There were two large chairs with cushions and lap-blankets by the fireplace. An empty bookshelf stood beside a writing desk with its own chair against one wall, and a small table with two chairs was under one of the windows. The bed, against the wall away from the desk, was a good deal larger than the one Thomas had back in his apartment, and the blankets were heaped high on it. The three hangings on the wall—an intricate woodland scene, two lovers holding hands, and a large map of the heavens above—were tasteful and well made. They, along with everything else, looked slightly out of place, as if they had been brought in to fill an empty space.

“What was this place before?” asked Thomas.

“A storeroom, for the last fifty years. Before that, it was the home to the priest of the Blessed Daughter who used to be in residence in the castle.” He smiled as Thomas stared at him in surprise. “Figured it would be the best place for you. Especially the upstairs.”

“Upstairs?”

“Aye, go look.”

Thomas did, taking the stairs up and opening a closed trap door at the top. It moved easily, counterweighted by a lead weight attached to a rope hanging from a pulley on the wall above the door.

The room itself was an empty space, round like the one below, but with a tiled floor, a ceiling easily three times as high as Thomas was tall, and stone stairs leading up to another trap door. There were no furnishings save a single large brazier in the middle of the room. Like the fireplace below, it was filled and ready for a fire to be lit; like the furniture below, Thomas suspected it was a recent addition.

Thomas climbed up and opened the trap door. This one was much harder to push open, and when he managed it snow slid into the room below, and cold gusts of wind drove more snow into his eyes. His coat was downstairs, of course, but he went up anyway.

The view was breathtaking. The tower, though not the highest in the keep, easily looked out twenty or more miles over the empty winter landscape. The northern side of the city was laid open to him from the base of the keep to the city wall, and the lake beyond it shone white in the late afternoon sun. The barren, rolling earth, broken up only by a few bunches of trees and the remains of several burnt out villages, stretched out before Thomas like a massive white and grey blanket.

He would have stayed and enjoyed the view for a long time, had he not been freezing. Instead, he went back inside, closed the trap door and retreated to the warmth of his room, two stories below. 

Henry had unpacked Thomas’s books and was putting them on the bookshelf. “Enjoy the view?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “It’s amazing.”

“It’s all yours,” said Henry. “Figured you’d need a place to practise, and this seemed the best bet.”

“It’s good,” said Thomas. “Maybe I can figure out that rod.”

“Just don’t go burning the place down,” warned Henry.

“I promise to try to figure it out upstairs,” said Thomas.

“Good. Here,” Henry tossed Thomas the key. “We don’t need people sniffing around your books or your business.”

“You say that like you expect it to happen.”

“It’s a castle,” said Henry. “Everyone is in everyone else’s business. And half of them are spies for one person or another.”

“Like your brothers?”

“Them,” agreed Henry. “And my father and myself, and the local bishop, and the high council. Everyone wants to keep an ear on what’s happening.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“See that you do,” said Henry. “And don’t forget to come down for dinner tonight.”

Henry took his leave, and Thomas took the time to pack away his clothes in the chest Henry had left him. He kept out the suit Henry had given him in the Residence to wear to dinner, hanging it over the chair and hoping some of the wrinkles would work themselves out. He turned his attention to the stone rod he’d left wrapped in the middle of his clothes.

He started his experiments in the tiled room. An hour later, he moved back downstairs to a comfortable chair and the warmth of the fire. He had stared at the rod, touched it, held it, rubbed it, called his magic into it and cast a spell of fire onto it. Nothing did anything. He let his mind reach out to the stone; tried to make his consciousness go into it the way it had gone into the sky when he’d called the snow. He’d shaken it, pointed it at the walls and the ceiling. He tried yelling at it, too. Nothing happened.

Thomas gave up and buried himself in his four books of magic. He had read them enough to know that there were no references to a spell that could imbue an object with magic, but he went through them anyway, just in case he’d missed something. Another hour later, Thomas put the books back on the shelf and changed into his formal clothes. Leaving his rapier hanging on a handy hook by the bed, he locked the tower behind him and tried to find his way to the great hall. After a short time wandering, he caught the sound of laughter and followed it to a group of well-dressed people. Thomas fell in behind them.

The hall was lit with candles at every table and a great fire in the fireplace. There were well over a hundred people inside. Thomas spotted several of the young noblemen he’d seen earlier, spread around the room. Henry, John and Richard were circulating through the crowd, talking as they went. Thomas stayed by the door, nodding politely at people as they passed in and out of the room.

Henry spotted him and came over. “Lurking?”

“Waiting for George and Eileen.”

“Ah,” said Henry. “You see where Sir Patrick and Sir Rowland are?”

Thomas spotted the two knights, standing and talking beside one of the tables. Two women and a young girl were standing with them. “Aye.”

“You three sit with them.” Henry took a casual look around to make sure no one was standing close. “Any luck?”

“Nothing,” said Thomas. “It’s a lump of rock. There’s no magic in it, and I can’t figure out a way to put magic into it.” 

“Wonderful.”

“And whoever carved it couldn’t hold a chisel straight to save his life.”

Henry smiled. “Well, at least we know it won’t come to life on us.”

“No,” corrected Thomas. “We know I can’t make it come to life. That doesn’t mean it won’t wake up on its own.”

“Well, that’s comforting,” said Henry. “Here come George and Eileen. I’ll speak to you later.”

Thomas met them in the hallway, and offered his arm to Eileen. She had put on the green dress Henry had given her, and had obviously spent a fair amount of time trying to make her short cropped hair look good. “You look wonderful,” said Thomas.

“You must be speaking to George,” said Eileen.

Thomas glanced back at her brother, who was wearing a black jacket and pants that fit him surprisingly well, save the jacket was loose around the middle. “George does clean up well,” said Thomas. “But I was speaking to you.”

“I look terrible,” said Eileen. “My hair’s a mess and I can’t do anything with it.”

She had bound it beneath a single band that pulled back it from her face. “I think it looks pretty,” said Thomas. “Ready?”

“No,” said George.

“Too bad,” said Thomas. “There’s our table.”

It was one of the longer walks in Thomas’s memory. Every eye in the place wasn’t on them at once, but it was fair to say that they all passed over them. It was like stepping into a small-town tavern, Thomas mused, only far more ornate. From the cut and style of people’s clothes, Thomas identified merchants and their wives, gentlemen who looked to be high ranking members of guilds, and members of the local nobility.

And I thought being the son of a cloth merchant would never come in handy.

Rowland and Patrick greeted them with outstretched hands, and both introduced their wives—Margery and Bethany, respectively. Patrick also introduced the young lady Thomas had seen earlier. His daughter, Miss Rose, looked about thirteen, Thomas guessed, watching her awkward curtsey and her blush as she said, “Pleased to meet you.”

“Henry sent us word his father was having a celebration tonight,” said Patrick. “He asked us to come.”

“Glad you did,” said Thomas. “Or we’d know nobody at all.”

“Well, we can’t have that,” said Margery. “We’ll have to introduce you to the other young people at the court.”

“And we’ll introduce the rest of the knights here,” said Sir Rowland. “They’ll want to get to meet you once they learn about our victory.”

“Aye?” said Thomas. “About that...”

“Word is already getting around about how we managed to fight off a troop of them,” said Patrick.

“But not details, I hope,” said Thomas carefully.

Patrick smiled. “None that need concern you, Thomas.”

“The duke,” said Margery.

All talk in the hall stopped and those sitting rose to their feet. The duke entered the hall, with several well-dressed, senior-looking noblemen behind him. The court bowed as he walked by. Henry, John and Richard broke from the people they had been talking to and moved to follow their father up to the duke’s table on the platform at the far end of the hall. Sir Lawrence, who had been hovering near Henry and trying unsuccessfully to be unobtrusive, slipped away to sit beside Patrick.

The duke mounted the platform and surveyed the room. “Friends,” he said, “I am thrilled so many of you could attend on such short notice. Henry has returned and I have called this feast to welcome him home.”

Polite applause rode around the room, falling quickly silent as the duke raised his hands. “His journey was successful. And what’s more, on the way home, he and his knights and friends defeated a dozen of our enemy, leaving none to escape.” The applause this time was louder and slightly ferocious. “Barons Meekin and Cavish will be following soon, bringing with them men and supplies to help us in these dangerous and trying times.” More applause, slightly more enthusiastic this time. “And now, my friends, let us sit, let us eat, and tonight, let us celebrate!”

He sat down and at once put word to deed. There was a flurry of movement as everyone found their seats. Thomas sat himself down across from Eileen, and was flanked by Patrick on one side and Rowland’s wife on the other. There was little time to talk before the servants came bearing heavy platters of food. Thomas knew that this was a special occasion, but even so, he was surprised at the sheer size of the feast. A full five courses came out: soup, fish, poultry, beef—each meat course accompanied by root vegetables—and rich pastries for dessert. Wine flowed freely through the courses.

Thomas happily dug into everything, even as he wondered at how good the food stores were. He was not educated in warfare but, despite the lack of troops at the walls, he knew that the city was under siege. Most sieges he had read about ended when the castle ran out of supplies, and in this case there was an entire city to be fed. Thomas decided to ask Henry about it later.

The wine did not stop with the removal of the final course. The duke waited until the last of the glasses were filled, then rose to his feet.

“My friends. The return of my son, the news of the reinforcements that will be coming soon, and the news that my son and his companions defeated a troop of the enemy—these are all signs that things have begun to change. We are safe. We have refuge and warmth and food. The enemy, meanwhile, must live off the land. And when the spring comes, we shall find the enemy. We shall fall on them, and we shall destroy them!” He raised his glass. “To victory!”

“To victory,” everyone called out. Glasses were raised, and many of them drained. George drained his. Thomas cast his eyes to Henry, and when he saw his friend take only a small sip, did the same. The duke sat down, and a moment later, another man rose to his feet.

“Your Grace,” said the man—a merchant, from his robe and the weighty chains around his neck, “Tonight I would thank his Grace for the generosity he has shown to those whose trade has suffered in this conflict. Just as lives have been lost, so too have livelihoods been lost. Many good men and women have been forced into penury from the actions of the enemy, but many more would have been, if it had not been for the charity of my Lord Duke. For your help to those who face the bill collectors and the certainty of poverty and starvation, I thank your Grace, and I toast you. To the Lord Duke.”

“To the Lord Duke,” called the room, and glasses were raised to lips again, though this time no one rose. Thomas wondered how many of the guests were draining their glasses as George was.

The merchant drank, bowed to the duke and sat back down. Drinks were replenished around the room, and another man—one of the duke’s knights—rose to his feet.

How many toasts are there going to be? Thomas wondered.

It was over an hour before they were all finished. The toasts ranged from polite recognition of friends to outright requests for assistance. One man wanted more soldiers in town, one man wanted lower taxes, one man wanted to thank the duke for a new horse, and another raised a glass to his new wife. After four toasts, Thomas stopped actually drinking and began barely wetting his lips with the wine. Eileen saw what he was doing and began imitating him. Even George stopped quaffing with every toast, though he continued to drink. Thomas wondered if he was going to be able to walk back to his tower unsupported by the time the duke rose to his feet again.

“My friends,” said the duke, smiling at the assembled room. “These are hard times, and these are dangerous times, and these are sad times. Yet I would call on you all to stay a while longer. To join us in dancing and song, that we may raise our spirits and give ourselves strength to face the morning. Let the floor be cleared! Musicians!”

The room rose practically as one, once more catching Thomas and his friends unawares. They struggled to their feet as the guests helped move the tables out of the way. Servants were already sweeping the floor where the tables had been. The duke and all at the head table cleared off the platform, and a group of musicians took their place.

The formal divisions of the room broke up as well. Older nobles and some of the high-ranking merchants were gravitating toward Duke Antonius. The young men of the court, who had been scattered throughout the room, were soon together and taking over one corner around Lord John. There was no similar gathering of young ladies, Thomas noticed; many were scattered about the room, but they remained beside their parents.

Duke Antonius escorted a thin woman of similar age out to the dance floor and began leading her in measured steps. More couples followed and the floor filled quickly. Thomas recognized the rhythm, if not the tune itself, and turned to Eileen. “Would you like to dance?”

“I would,” said Eileen, smiling and taking his hand. “Very much.” 

The music was light and springy, and the duke and his partner moved gracefully across the floor. The other dancers circled around, giving the pair space as they moved through their paces. A young, blonde-haired girl, prettily decked out in a blue dress and bodice, was talking to Henry, leaning in close as if captivated by his every word.

The duke released his partner when the music ended, bowed to her and to the other dancers, and made his way from the floor. Once he had gained a seat at the side of the room, the musicians struck up another tune. This one was much livelier, and the young lords all sprang into action, scattering around the room and pulling girls from their families and out onto the floor. There were giggles and mock-protests, but no one refused. 

Soon they were dancing fast and furiously, back and forth across the floor, dodging the other couples in time to the reckless pace of the music. Thomas let himself get caught up in it. He revelled in the feel of Eileen his arms. They had not had more than a few minutes alone together since they had left Hawksmouth. That was something, Thomas thought as Eileen’s body brushed against his, that he was definitely going to have to remedy.

The dance drew to a crescendo and a close, and Thomas held onto Eileen’s hand, waiting for the next. “How are you doing?”

“Stunned, I think,” said Eileen. “And a little drunk. I can’t believe that two days ago I was sleeping in the snow and now I’m dancing at a duke’s banquet.”

“We do lead interesting lives, don’t we?”

“Aye,” said Eileen as the drums struck out the beat and the pipes began wailing. “We do!”

They whirled around the floor, dodging the other fast-moving couples. The pipe dance had a continuously changing tempo, and by halfway through there had already been several collisions and much laughter.

Thomas caught a brief flash of Henry dancing with the pretty blonde girl again, and Lord Richard talking to several of the young nobles. Lord John was engaged in conversation with merchants, and the duke was nowhere to be seen.

The dance whirled to an end, and the next one was slow and gentle. Thomas stayed with Eileen, leading her through the steps. She followed gracefully, her hands light on his as they swung gently apart, their bodies coming as close to touching as propriety allowed. Thomas forgot about the rest of the dancers, and the rest of the room. “It’s good to see you smile,” he said.

Eileen’s smile grew a little wider. “It’s good to feel warm and safe and happy,” she said. “And it’s good to dance with you. We haven’t danced in... how long?”

“Months,” said Thomas. “Too many months.”

They swung apart again and then came together, bodies brushing this time. Thomas left off talking, and let himself fall into the rhythm of the dance and the joy of being with Eileen.

The music came to an end far too soon. When it did, Sir Patrick came over to them, leading Miss Rose by the hand. From the expression on her face, she was mortally embarrassed.

“Thomas,” he said, “I am here to offer a trade.”

“A trade?” repeated Thomas.

“Aye. A dance with your lovely lady, for a dance with my lovely daughter.”

“Da!” The girl turned a brighter shade of red.

Thomas turned to Eileen, who was trying not to laugh. “Of course, I shall be delighted,” said Eileen. “If your daughter is willing, that is.”

Thomas turned to the girl and bowed his best, rising with his hand extended. “I am honoured to dance with so fine a young lady, and only hope my dancing will be a compliment to your own.”

The girl blushed even brighter and turned to look at her father. “Da!”

“Oh, go with him, Rose,” said Patrick. “He’s a good one, notwithstanding how he talks.” He smiled at her when she hesitated. “Go on, then.”

She took Thomas’s hand and curtsied. “The honour would be mine, sir.” 

The musicians struck up another tune and Thomas led her through the opening steps, Patrick and Eileen following closely behind. The dance was a pattern dance, the couples moving in stately fashion in gradually shrinking circles and squares that, just when it seemed there was no room left, would blossom outward again.

Rose was not a good dancer, Thomas discovered. She was still at the coltish stage, all long, skinny legs and little else. He guided her as best he could through the various steps and caught her when she stumbled. Her father, by contrast, was confident and smooth, leading Eileen easily across the floor.

When the music stopped, the dancers applauded politely, then cleared the floor as new couples moved in to take their place.

“Your father dances well,” said Thomas.

“They all do,” said Rose. “Duke Antonius requires his knights to be versed in the courtly arts as well as the manly ones.” She looked at the floor. “Unfortunately, his skill hasn’t passed on to his child.”

“You did very well,” said Thomas. “Practice is all it takes. In fact...” he looked across the floor to where George sat, glass in hand, watching the dancers. Thomas tucked Rose’s hand in his arm and started toward him. “George!”

George rose from his chair, and Rose’s eyes followed him all the way up. “And how did you end up with this fair lady?” he asked. Rose blushed and looked at her feet.

“I don’t know that you were formally introduced,” said Thomas. “George, this is Miss Rose, daughter of Sir Patrick.”

George bowed, the movement not too graceful. “I am pleased to meet you.”

“Miss Rose, my travelling companion, George Gobhann.”

Rose curtsied. “Charmed, sir.”

“George, Eileen will be claiming me back as a partner, and it would be very unchivalrous of me to leave this young lady by herself.” Rose giggled again.

“Ignore how he talks,” said George. “Miss Rose, I would be honoured if you would dance with me.”

Rose looked nervous. “I am not a good dancer, sir.”

“Neither am I,” said George. “I just pretend and no one knows the difference.”

“George is a fine dancer,” said Thomas. “And despite his size, he has not crushed anyone on the dance floor. Recently.”

Rose blushed again, but held out her hand to George. The music struck up and Thomas looked for Eileen. She was on the far side of the floor, being expertly led around by Lord Percy. From the expression on her face, she was clearly unimpressed with whatever the young lord was saying. He did not appear to be acting discourteously, though, so Thomas stayed on the sidelines, watching. Lord Percy moved well, and from his expression he was doing his best to be charming. As the dance drew to a close, Eileen curtsied to Lord Percy and started to leave his side, but he looped an arm in hers and took her to the table where all the young nobles gathered. Thomas could not hear Eileen but he could see her protesting. There was some pushing among the nobles before one of the larger ones stepped forward, bowed and led Eileen back to the floor. Thomas watched, determined the next dance would be his.

The music played on. 

“Don’t do anything stupid,” advised Henry, stepping up beside him.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” said Thomas. “What happened to your dance partner?”

“Amelia Parks,” said Henry, pointing to the floor. The blonde girl was dancing with George, and seemed to be talking non-stop. “She’s had her eye on him all evening. She may try to keep him.”

“The lords dancing with Eileen,” said Thomas. “Who are they?”

“The younger sons of the barons from around the duchy,” said Henry. “Guests of my father’s since before the troubles began.”

“Guests?” asked Thomas, thinking back to his classes on law and politics. “Or hostages?”

“Well, mostly guests,” corrected Henry. “Though a few are here to keep their fathers in line. They serve in my brother John’s troop, and are knighted before they return to their homes. Most are here for three years or more.”

Eileen came around the floor, her eyes found Thomas and she raised a hand from her partner’s shoulder to wave. The young man was speaking to her and though Thomas couldn’t make out the words, Eileen’s expression showed that she was far from pleased by them.

“I think I will take the next dance,” said Thomas.

“They won’t let you,” said Henry. “They’ll insist that she dance with them. And since they are nobles, you can’t argue with them.”

Thomas was appalled. “You’re joking.”

“No,” said Henry. “I’m not. Where she is concerned, they outrank everyone but her father.”

Thomas thought about it as Eileen went past again. A few steps behind her, George and Amelia came by again. George’s expression was enough like his sister’s that Thomas almost felt sorry for him. “Her father, or any member of her family?”

Henry smiled. “I think any member of her family would suffice.”

“Good.”

Thomas waited until the music ended, then strode across the floor to George. 

“Thomas!” George grabbed Thomas’s shoulder and pulled him forward in a motion strong enough to rattle Thomas’s head on his shoulders. “Amelia Parks, may I present Thomas Flarety, son of John Flarety and companion to Lord Henry.”

“Really?” Amelia said. “I noticed you at the table, but you did not stay.” She pouted her pretty lower lip. 

Thomas bowed. “But I would be happy to offer you a dance by way of apology.”

Would you?” The pout vanished and delight filled Amelia’s face. “George, you would not mind, would you?”

“Not at—” began George.

“In fact,” interrupted Thomas, “Eileen would probably like to dance with you.”

“Would she?” said George, looking around the room. Eileen was again being led to the corner where the young men were gathered, and looked to be protesting in vain once more. George’s brows drew together. “I see.”

“I’d move quickly,” advised Thomas. “Before they take her out again.”

George bowed to Amelia. “If you will excuse me.”

“Oh, are they up to their old tricks again?” said Amelia, watching George go. “They’re a rather naughty group of boys, really.” She took Thomas’s hand and he began leading her through the steps of the light, tripping piece the court musicians played. He knew it well enough that he could look over to where the young nobles had surrounded Eileen. He saw not George, but another man, stepping into the midst of the nobles. With a firm hand and what appeared to be several firm words, he led Eileen out and onto the dance floor. George stepped in front of the man and, after more words Thomas couldn’t hear, bowed awkwardly and stepped aside.

“And who is that?” Thomas asked Amelia.

Amelia looked. “Oh!” she sounded both shocked and amused. “Baron Goshawk. And he said he would not be dancing tonight!”

“Did he?” Thomas cast a glance over to George, who was warily watching the baron dance with Eileen. The man had a light step and moved easily. As Thomas watched, Eileen’s expression eased from worry to relief. “You must get the next one with him, then.”

“Oh, I will,” said Amelia. “You can be sure of that. What happened to her hair?”

“Pardon?”

“It’s so short. What happened?”

“A long story.” Thomas didn’t take his eyes of Eileen. The baron led her gracefully around the floor, and the next time Thomas saw her face, she was smiling. He felt a twinge which he at once identified as jealousy and immediately tried to smother. There is nothing to be jealous about, he thought. She’s dancing with him, and she’s smiling. That’s good, so stop being an idiot. He forced his eyes back to Amelia, who was smiling politely and obviously waiting for further explanation. Instead, Thomas said, “Henry tells me your family are merchants.”

“Yes,” she followed the topic change without missing a beat, “and George says your family are the same?”

“My father is a cloth merchant,” said Thomas.

“Mine deals in metal, thought right now there is some difficulty, since there is no market to speak of,” said Amelia. “You dance passably well, by the way. Better than your friend, certainly. Though I was pleasantly surprised at how light a foot he has for so large a man. Where did he learn?”

“I have no idea,” said Thomas.

“Then you were not in the Academy together? But of course not,” Amelia answered before Thomas could. “The son of a blacksmith would not be in the Royal Academy. However did you become friends?”

Thomas found himself starting to dislike Amelia. “We grew up together.”

“I see. Well, that certainly explains it. One does not choose one’s childhood companions. And no doubt your lady was also a childhood companion? She seems so young to be courting. One should not make rash decisions in one’s youth before one has had time to meet other people.”

Given that Amelia was certainly no older than Thomas’s own eighteen years, he found her condescending tone somewhat hard to take. He kept his mouth shut, and kept dancing.

Amelia didn’t seem at all bothered by his lack of reply. “Now, my father insisted that I stay away from romances at such a young age as your lady. George said she was sixteen?”

“Aye.”

“And what must her father be saying? He does know she is here, doesn’t he?”

“Of course,” said Thomas.

“And in the company of only yourself? Hardly fitting.”

“Her brother is here.”

“But not a lady’s companion? But then I forget,” Amelia laughed prettily. “She is the daughter of a blacksmith, not a merchant or a lady. I’m sure she is used to being in rough company.”

You would be amazed, thought Thomas, gritting his teeth together to keep from saying more.

“Which would explain how she tolerates dancing with Baron Goshawk.” Amelia cast a withering look in the baron’s direction, tossed her own rather long hair, and smiled again at Thomas. “But what of you? The son of a cloth merchant, and a student at the Royal Academy, George said. How is it Henry brought you north, rather than a troop of soldiers?”

“The soldiers are coming.” 

“Well, I know they are coming,” said Amelia. “I just don’t understand why Henry didn’t wait to come back with them. Why, I am sure his impatience is what caused the death of those two knights. The raiders surely would not have dared attack seven hundred men.”

“His reasons are his own to discuss,” said Thomas. “And now, I believe the dance is coming to an end, and I must attend to Lord Henry.”

“Of course,” said Amelia, “but you will spare another dance, will you not?”

“If I am able,” said Thomas. If I can’t run fast enough.

The music drew to a close. Across the floor, Eileen’s partner bowed over her hand and tucked her arm in his to lead her off the floor. Thomas bowed politely to Amelia and followed after Eileen. George and Henry, together on the sidelines, watched their progress. The young nobles, Thomas noticed, were also watching.

“And what did you think of Amelia Parks?” asked Henry.

“Interesting girl,” said Thomas. “Remind me never to get on her bad side.”

“Good luck figuring out which side that is.”

“Thank the Four you got her off me,” said George. “She wouldn’t stop talking.”

“I noticed,” said Thomas. “Eileen, are you all right?” 

“I am,” said Eileen. She turned to the baron, extracted her arm from his, and curtsied. “Thank you, Baron Goshawk. They seemed inclined to keep me all night.”

“It’s one of their pastimes, according to Amelia,” said Thomas. “They keep bouncing a girl between them. Preferably one who can’t say no.”

“Oh, the girl can always say no,” said Henry. “It’s just that most often, they won’t listen.” 

The baron bowed to Eileen, then to George. “I am sorry to step in before you had the chance, but I knew they would listen to me at once, instead of arguing as they might have done with you. You will forgive me, I hope?”

“Aye,” said George. “Thank you.”

“I hope you’ll believe me when I say that not all the nobles in this court share the manners of those boys.” He bowed to Henry. “If you will excuse me.”

Thomas watched the baron, who was maybe a few years older than Henry, skirt around the dance floor towards a crowd of older nobles. Thomas turned to Eileen. “Henry was saying that the young nobles can do what they like, unless a girl’s family ask them to do otherwise.”

“So the baron told me,” said Eileen. “He advised me to stay with a family member at all times, even walking the halls of the castle.”

“They can’t do anything they like,” said Henry. “They’re under my father’s law and that means they have to obey common rules of decency.” 

“That would be wise,” said George, his tone cool.

“Make no mistake, George,” warned Henry. “The laws here aren’t the same as in Hawksmouth. You can’t start a fight with them.”

“Oh, I won’t start one.”

“They are nobles, you are not,” said Henry severely. “If you strike one of them, they can have you flogged. If you draw blood, they can have you hanged. Do you understand?”

George stared at Henry before turning to look over at the young lords. “Then how do I protect her?”

“I protect myself,” said Eileen, grimly. “I don’t need you getting into trouble.” She glared at Thomas. “Either of you.”

Lawrence, Rowland and Patrick joined them, bringing wine and a tray of glasses. Henry took the jug and poured for their little group.

“Tomorrow we will be holding a service for Sir Michael and Sir Gareth,” Henry said. “Their bodies will most likely not be returned here, but they are knights and their sacrifice needs to be acknowledged. Will you attend?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. Eileen and George echoed him.

“Good,” said Henry. “I was about to retire for the night, but I wanted to raise a glass to them before I did. If you please, Sir Lawrence?”

Lawrence nodded and raised his glass. “For the honour of Frostmire,” he said, his voice loud enough to carry well past their table. People around them turned to listen. “For the honour of the Knights of the White Wolf and for the honour of those we serve. Let us remember our fallen comrades and that they gave their lives for ours, and give all honour.”

“All honour,” echoed the knights.

“All honour,” said Thomas, remembering the flames and blades that ended the two men’s lives. He shuddered.

“All honour,” said Eileen and George, their voices quiet. Around them, Thomas saw various members of the court whispering or mouthing the words, and others nodding their heads.

“All honour,” said Henry. “And rest in peace.”

They all drank, and for a time stood quiet in the midst of the music and revelry.

“Let’s get some sleep,” said Henry. “We will meet in the courtyard after breakfast.”
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Loud knocking on Thomas’s door roused him far too early. He tried ignoring it, but whoever was on the other side had obviously been told not to go away until he answered. Thomas, still tired and slightly hung-over, dragged himself out of bed and shuffled to the door.

“Lord Henry’s regards,” said the page on the other side. “He asks that you join him this morning in the old great hall.”

“Why?” asked Thomas, glaring blearily and shivering in the cold morning air.

“Practice.”

For a moment, Thomas considered getting his rapier and running the page through, but he held off. It wasn’t the boy’s fault.

Henry, on the other hand...

He let the thought of incipient mayhem on Henry keep him warm while he washed and dressed. Throwing on his cloak for extra warmth, he followed the boy through the castle, into the family wing. The boy led him to a large door, knocked on it, and opened it for Thomas to go in.

“Good morning,” said Henry. “Welcome to the great hall.”

“The original, I take it,” said Thomas, looking at the old stonework and the high, arched ceiling. The walls had once been plastered smooth, but were now filled with nicks and gouges. There were even targets for bows and crossbows on one wall, with the expected destruction around them. Another wall had ropes and ladders for climbing, and bars to pull oneself up on. One section was marked off as a fencing floor, suitable for two swordsmen to face off in, and by the rules of fencing halls throughout the kingdom, not to be stepped on except for sparring or duelling. A mid-sized fire burned at one end, far too small for the large hall. Lawrence was tending to it, getting as much light and heat out of it as possible.

“Built as part of the first keep,” said Henry. “When they built the new one two hundred years later, they turned this into a practice hall. Perfect place to work in winter.”

“Cold,” said Thomas. He wished he’d brought a warmer jacket. “I thought we were going to a funeral this morning.”

“Memorial,” said Henry. “We are. After this.”

“All right.”

Henry sighed. “It’s war, Thomas. Nothing stops because people die.”

Thomas thought about it. “That’s terrible.”

“Aye, it is,” said Henry. “But it’s what we have.”

Thomas could think of nothing to say to that, and the two stood in silence by the fire until George and Eileen arrived.

Henry said good morning to them and led everyone to the weapon racks. He ignored the swords there, and drew his own rapier. From a box on the floor beside the racks, he pulled out a short metal sleeve and fitted it over the tip of his blade. “We keep ‘buttons’ in a variety of sizes here,” said Henry, indicating the sleeve. He reached into the box again and tossed one each to Thomas and Eileen. “Better to practise with your own weapon where possible.”

“And me leaving my stick in my room,” said George.

“Not to worry,” said Henry. “Sir Lawrence?”

“You come with me, George,” said Lawrence, heading to a rack of long, thick-bladed swords. “Time you learnt how to use a proper blade.”

For the next half hour Thomas, Eileen and Henry ran through the cuts, parries and footwork with their rapiers while Lawrence taught George the intricacies of the large battle sword. Thomas quickly tossed his cloak aside. By the time they all donned padding and masks and began sparring, he had worked up a good sweat. First, Thomas and Henry alternated with Eileen while George attempted to fight against Lawrence. Then Lawrence faced off with Thomas.

The knight was tentative against Thomas, taking longer on his attacks and retreating faster than he had against any of the others.

Wonderful. Now he’s afraid of me.

Thomas put the thought away. The magic wasn’t his fault, and he wasn’t about to let Sir Lawrence use it as an excuse. He pushed the man hard and soon defeated him. Eileen and George faced off, and George defeated his sister with a combination of brute force and speed that forced her off the fencing floor before she could get a single cut in.

“So,” said Henry to Thomas. “All out?”

Thomas smiled. 

“Been a while,” he said. They stepped to the middle of the fencing floor, raised their blades in a salute, then lowered them until the steel crossed.

“Aye,” said Henry. “Ready?”

Thomas grinned. “Aye.”

They stood a moment longer, blades lightly pressing against one another. Then Henry slipped his blade away and thrust out. Thomas parried and returned the thrust, and the fight was on. Soon they were racing across the floor, blades flashing hard and fast and sweat pouring from the pair of them. Henry tried backing Thomas toward a corner and Thomas dodged out of the way, driving Henry back in his turn with a sudden twist of his wrist and a hard thrust. Henry narrowly avoided stepping off the fencing floor and reversed the flow of attack once again.

Thomas found himself grinning at Henry as the two traded blow after blow, parrying and dodging each other’s attacks as each sought an opening. They knew each other too well to trick one another, and it became a game of attrition, each attacking hard and waiting for the other to tire enough to make a mistake.

Henry was the one who made it, parrying just a little too wide and giving Thomas the chance to drop his blade below his friend’s hilt and drive his point hard under Henry’s ribs. Henry’s blade came back a hair too late, and Thomas’s blunted point struck hard into Henry’s flesh, making him grunt. Thomas jumped back and Henry did the same. They stood, staring at one another, both gasping for breath.

Henry swore, then grinned at Thomas. “Luck.”

“Skill,” Thomas countered, grinning back.

They turned to go off the floor and found the other three standing, staring with their mouths open. “That,” said Eileen, “was amazing.”

 “Opinions, Sir Lawrence?” asked Henry.

“I do believe he is better than you, my lord,” said Sir Lawrence.

“Almost as good,” said Henry.

“As good at least, my lord.”

“Be that as it may,” said Henry. “We should get going. Breakfast, change clothes, then the memorial.”

Mention of the memorial put an end to any high spirits and it was a somber group that made its way to breakfast in the great hall. If the feast had been an example of the duke’s extravagance, breakfast was the other extreme. The great hall, lit by a small fire and a few candles, looked positively dim. A thick porridge was all the servants brought to nobles and commoners alike. Thomas and his friends ate quickly, then parted to change into their winter clothes. Thomas quietly halted Henry in the hallway and asked about wearing his rapier.

“Not a bad idea,” said Henry. “I don’t know what to expect. I haven’t been here in two months.”

Henry left him, and Thomas hurried back to the room to wash and change. He strapped the rapier on over the long coat Henry had given him and, carrying his cloak on his arm, went to find George and Eileen. George was ready to go, naturally, and Thomas offered to wait for Eileen.

“All right,” said George. “If I see any of those lords, I’m coming back, though. I’m not leaving her alone around them.”

Can’t blame you, Thomas thought as George headed off. Eileen soon joined him. She was buttoning up her coat and, like Thomas, had a thick wool cloak over her arm.

 They walked arm in arm to the great hall and reached it just in time to see the main doors swing open. The young lords staggered into the hall in various states of exhaustion and drunkenness. Lord John stumbled in last, moving slightly better than those around him, but was still unsteady on his feet.

“That looks like the end of a night’s revelry,” said Thomas, dropping his voice low.

“Not a good end,” Eileen said, doing the same.

“None of them are vomiting on the floor.”

“Half of them look like they already did.”

“Wine!” called Lord John. “Hair of the dog!”

“God, don’t call it that,” said one of the lords. “I may vomit again.”

“Told you,” said Eileen.

“Don’t do it in here,” warned Sir John. “Go outside.”

The lord muttered something and collapsed onto a chair as the servants moved into the room, bringing trays of wine. “Well, they’re lovely,” said Eileen. “Can we get out of here?”

“Only through them,” said Thomas. 

“Hey! It’s the pretty redhead!”

“What?”

“Where?”

“There!” One of the lords stumbled forward slightly. “Standing with her merchant boy.”

“He’s not a merchant,” said another. “He’s a scholar.”

“Ooohhh,” the word was long and drawn out, and loud enough to be entirely for Thomas’s benefit. “What could be more impressive than a scholar?”

Snickers made their way around the more conscious members of the group.

“Hey, girl!” called the one standing. “Hey, girl! Come here!”

“Now what do we do?” asked Eileen, her voice edged with anger and fear.

“Leave,” said Thomas, his eyes on the lords. “Walk straight ahead and ignore them.”

“You can’t start a fight with them,” warned Eileen. “You’ll be hanged.”

“I won’t start anything.” Thomas offered Eileen his arm—not his swords-arm—and they began walking forward.

“Not him!” said the lord. “We just want you!”

There was more semi-drunken snickering from the other lords. The noisy lord began weaving his way towards them, shouting at a pair of his companions to join them. The three of them managed to stumble their way over to block the door. “You may go,” he said, waving in Thomas’s general direction. “We just want to talk to the girl.”

“Lord Henry expects us,” said Thomas. “I’m afraid we cannot stay.”

“Expects you to what?” demanded the second lord. “Clean his boots?”

Thomas kept his tone cool and even. “We are attending the memorial for the knights who died on our journey here. So if you will excuse us....”

“I will not!” The first young lord grabbed for Thomas’s arm. Thomas moved just enough to make the man miss and stumble. Eileen let go of Thomas’s arm, reaching for the rapier that she wasn’t wearing and cursing under her breath when she realized it wasn’t there.

The lord righted himself and stared at Thomas. He was at least two inches taller than Thomas, and wider across the shoulders. He was also stinking drunk. Thomas had no doubt that he could knock the man down with little trouble, just as he had no doubt it would be exactly the wrong thing to do.

Behind them, Lord John called out, “That’s enough, now.”

The first lord looked quite willing to ignore Lord John, but his two companions hesitated. Lord John repeated, “Enough!” in a voice loud and stern enough that even the first lord paid attention.

The drunk young lord stopped, looking disgruntled, and said to Eileen, “Fine, I’ll see you later.”

Not today, you won’t, thought Thomas, taking Eileen’s arm and leading her to the door. Nor any other time, if I can help it.

 

***

 

Henry was already in the courtyard. He stood before a double column of men in gleaming armour and white cloaks. Their breastplates each bore the image of a wolf, embossed into the metal with silver. Sir Lawrence, who had managed to get into his own shining armour in an impressively short time, was in line with the others. Sir Patrick and Sir Rowland each held a sheathed sword, in addition to the one each wore on their hip. Directly behind them, another pair of knights held a shield flat, with two small, plain wooden boxes sitting on it.

The hair, Thomas thought. That’s why Henry wanted it. To have something for the service.

Henry was dressed in white as well, the silver wolf embroidered into his coat. Henry nodded to Thomas and his friends, then gave a quick order. As one, the group turned to the gate. Another order and Henry lead the knights out of the gate and through the streets of the city in a slow, silent march. Thomas, George and Eileen followed a short distance behind. The ground underfoot was slippery with packed snow and ice, but none of the knights stumbled. Men and women in the streets watched them pass, and some fell in behind. The silent march continued down the main thoroughfare. Just before the gates of the city, they turned onto a side street and toward a small chapel. A group of women and children—the knights’ families, Thomas realized, spotting Rose and Sir Patrick’s wife among them—stood waiting outside the chapel. As the knights approached, priests opened the double doors wide and let them march in without breaking their stride. The families entered immediately behind them, and Thomas and his friends followed.

Unlike most of the High Father’s churches, which only had a few box seats for the wealthy and standing room for the rest, the small chapel had benches lining the floor with enough seating for all. In the front of the church, the altar of the High Father gleamed in black stone. Tapestries of the Four Gods vied for space with images of knights marching into battle.

The shield- and sword-bearers carried their burdens up the aisle and laid them on the altar. The rest of the knights filed into the rows, leaving the front two empty. Henry stood at the front, looking at the shields and swords while the two families came forward to claim the front benches. Henry took the hands of the women and spoke to them in low tones that didn’t carry back to where Thomas was standing.

“Sir Michael and Sir Gareth’s families?” whispered Eileen.

“I’d say so,” George whispered back. “Glad I’m not Henry.”

The last of the mourners filtered in, and a moment later an old priest stepped out from a door concealed by one of the tapestries. He stepped in front of the altar and bowed to it, then turned to the assembled.

“By the High Father’s blessing we are here,” he said, speaking the ritual words that began every service, “by His blessing we live, and at the time of His choosing, we shall live no more.” 

He took a moment’s pause as the small congregation sat, then turned back to the altar. “High Father, let us remember our duty to you and dedicate our thoughts to you as we remember Sir Michael Harrow and Sir Gareth Lyon, who have died in your service.”

The old priest led the crowd through the litany for the dead, and the prayers for those the dead had left behind. The knights and their families spoke by rote, without prompting. Thomas remembered that Henry had been at war for four years before he came to the Academy. He wondered how many services like this one Henry had attended.

The prayers ended and congregation rose to their feet. Someone began singing—Sir Lawrence, Thomas thought—and the other knights raised their voices to join him. The lament rang through the small chapel, mourning the loss of fathers and sons and brothers, and the sorrow of those left behind.

When the singing ended and the assembled sat again, the priest stepped forward. “These are difficult times,” he said. “Times that shake the faith of men. Times that lead men to question the works of the High Father.” He gestured at the shields and swords on the altar. “When we lose those we love, it is hard. When we lose them in such an unnatural fashion... well, it is very hard.”

He took a moment to look over the knights. “There are those who turn their backs on the High Father in times such as these; those who would seek other solutions than trust and faith. Those who would use whatever means came to them in the face of such unnaturalness.”

Thomas, straightening in his seat, felt the hair on the back of his neck rising. He glanced at Henry, but could only see his friend’s rigid back. George and Eileen however, had turned pale.

“Let us not be misled,” said the priest. “Let us have faith. Let us not turn away from the High Father, but toward him, and know that he will lead us from this dark time, and make us victorious against the unnatural enemy we now face. Let us not be led astray, but follow our Father, knowing he will lead us to safety.”

He led the crowd in a song filled with words of grief and pain, and hope for rebirth. Thomas kept his eyes on the priest, half-expecting a hostile glare, but the man did not even look his way. Then why is he talking about me? Thomas wondered.

The song finished and the priest ended the service. Henry stood as soon as the closing words were done, and the knights rose around him as one. The shield- and sword-bearers picked up their burdens again. Henry led the men out of the chapel, the families following behind. Thomas, George and Eileen brought up the rear. None of them said anything, but George was scowling and Eileen took Thomas’s hand in a tight grip.

A small crowd had gathered outside the chapel. Most were refugees, cold and shivering in their ragged clothes, with a few townspeople interspersed among their ranks. No one spoke as the knights marched across the street to a small courtyard with a single, windowless building in it. Henry pulled a large key from inside his coat and unlocked the door. The line of knights split in two, and shield-bearers walked down between them.

Henry stepped aside from the tomb door, and the shield-bearing knights marched slowly in. They emerged a few moments later, hands empty. Sir Rowland and Sir Patrick stepped forward from the lines of knights. Two women, faces red and tears still in their eyes, stepped out of the crowd. The knights handed over the swords to the women, speaking too quietly for Thomas to hear. The women accepted the swords and stepped back. One was keeping her back rigid and her chin high, as if willing herself not to weep any more. The other woman broke down, and would have collapsed to the ground had Sir Patrick not caught her. A moment later their families surrounded them.

Henry turned to face the mausoleum. As one, he and his knights unsheathed their blades and raised them in a long, silent salute. As one, they lowered the blades again and sheathed them.

Around them, the refugees watched in silence. Some of the pinched faces were void of expression, but most reflected the grief they saw before them, magnifying it with their own pain. Thomas wondered how many of them had seen their own loved ones fall, and how many had been able to bury their dead before they were driven from their homes. Eileen, still holding his hand, reached out to her brother, joining the three of them in a fragile chain of flesh.

Henry spoke a word and the ranks of knights dissolved, each man seeking out his own family before offering words of sorrow to the mourning widows. Henry stood in place, looking bleak and tired. He had been holding in his own grief since the night of the battle. Even now, Henry held himself together, not showing a tear as he watched his men and their families.

“Interesting little sermon, wasn’t it?” said Henry, his eyes still on his men. “At least the good father didn’t mention you by name.”

“Father Roberts must be talking to the locals,” said Thomas.

“Maybe I should have kept him at the castle. Of course, then he’d be talking to my father.”

Thomas shuddered. “No, thank you.”

“I need to go with them,” said Henry, pointing his chin in the direction of the knights, now leading the widows and their families away from the mausoleum. “Then I go to a council meeting with my father and brothers. You three go back to the castle. I’ll talk to you tonight.”

He left Thomas, Eileen and George standing in front of the mausoleum, surrounded by the silent crowd of refugees. Thomas watched him go for a moment, then turned to his friends. 

”Come on. Let’s get someplace warm.”

They went back to the castle and Thomas showed them his tower. He built up the fire while they looked around, and the three sat together—Thomas and Eileen in the chairs, George sprawled out on Thomas’s bed. Conversation was desultory. No one wanted to talk about the memorial or the war or what was happening back home. They talked about the previous night’s banquet instead, speculating about the young lords’ behaviour and wondering at how the court worked. Thomas told George what happened in the great hall that morning, and George frowned mightily. 

At length, the bell rang for lunch. The three went down and were served generous portions of a thick, hot stew that was no doubt made of the remains of the previous night’s feast. They were mostly through it when Amelia’s voice rang through the room.

“George, Eileen, Thomas! I am so glad to see you!” Amelia declared, leaving her own table and moving to theirs. “My parents have business here, and have left me to my own devices all day. I have been simply mad with boredom! Have you explored the castle yet? Do let me show you around. I’ve been here a dozen times and I know the most interesting places!”

There was no good reason to refuse, of course. Amelia linked her arm immediately in George’s and did not let the trio out of her sight for the remainder of the day. She led them with ease up and down the halls of the castle, pointing out the paintings and tapestries and telling them all the history she knew, and many things that she wondered. Most of her speculation involved which of the dukes had mistresses and who they were. Her musings were completely lost on her audience, who had no idea who she was talking about or why they mattered.

Amelia did not limit her conversation to Frostmire, however. She appeared fascinated by the three of them, and asked them endless questions. Had they all grown up together? Had Thomas always loved Eileen? Had Lord Henry told them anything about his father’s plans? What did they think of Father Roberts? Why did they come north anyway, if there were so few of them? How could they possibly help?

Thomas answered as few of her questions as possible and dodged the others. George did his best to answer in monosyllables, though several times he found himself drawn into giving rather long explanations of Thomas and his childhood indiscretions. Eileen, for her part, kept her hand firmly entwined in Thomas’s and her mouth firmly shut. The answers she did give were short and designed to give as little information as possible.

Amelia blithely ignored their reticence. She kept up a running stream of blather throughout the day. And while most of her talk seemed to be pointless chatter, throughout it was a vein of interrogatives that would have impressed even the Master of Laws at the Royal Academy. It wasn’t until after supper had been eaten and the three were ready to retire for the night that Amelia’s parents came for her.

Thomas watched her go, then turned to one of the servants and made a request. A moment later, a bottle of wine and three cups were set in front of them. Thomas scooped them all up. “My room?”

The others nodded in relief and followed him to his tower. Thomas locked the door behind them, built up the fire, and poured the wine out in hefty portions before collapsing on the bed.

“That,” said Eileen collapsing herself into one of the chairs, “was the most I’ve heard anyone say at one time since…” she shook her head. “…ever. Since ever.”

“It was horrifying,” said George. “I thought she’d never stop.”

“Oh, she stopped well enough whenever she wanted an answer to a question,” said Thomas.

“And she certainly asked enough of them,” said George. “I was half tempted to tell her why you’re really here just to shut her up.”

“Which would have been exactly what she wanted,” said Thomas. He took his cup, drank deeply from it, and filled it again. “I wonder who she’s spying for?”

“Her? A spy?” George scoffed. “She couldn’t keep her mouth shut long enough.”

“Aye, maybe,” said Eileen, looking thoughtful. “How much did we learn about her today?”

George opened his mouth to reply, stopped, and looked thoughtful instead. After a time, he shook his head. “Well, no matter what her purpose was, if she wanted to wear me out, she’s succeeded. I’m for bed.”

“Aye, me, too,” said Eileen. “I’ll be with you shortly.”

George rolled his eyes. “I’ll wait outside the door. Just don’t be too long, you two. And if Amelia is out there, I’ll not be staying around to save you.”

He left. Thomas and Eileen got up and met in the middle of the floor for a long embrace. Eileen kissed him gently on the mouth. It wasn’t a long kiss, and more weary than passionate. He held her for a while longer, then kissed her again and escorted her to the door. “Get some sleep,” he said. “We’ll find something to do tomorrow.”

“Aye,” she agreed. “And if the Four are willing, tomorrow the company won’t be so annoying.”

She left, and Thomas stripped and crawled into bed, watching the fire until his eyes slid shut, only to dream of darkness and cold and fire being thrown across the snow. The dreams drove him out of sleep, leaving him lying awake in the darkness, feeling the winter chill settle into his room as the fire died down. He pulled the blankets tighter around his body and huddled deep inside them, lying awake until dawn crept into the thin windows. At last, Thomas rose from his bed, and dressed. For lack of anything better to do, he worked his way through one of Bishop Malloy’s books until the page knocked on his door to bring him to the morning practice.

Sir Rowland and Sir Patrick drilled George on the use of the big battle swords while Thomas, Henry and Eileen drilled on rapier and dagger. Henry and Thomas fought last again, and once more Thomas won, though by the narrowest of margins.

“Don’t worry,” said Henry. “I’ll beat you tomorrow.”

Halfway to breakfast, Thomas ran into Lord John, looking exhausted and as if he had slept in his clothes. 

“Thomas,” said John, smiling. “How does my brother’s pet this morning?”

John’s tone was perfectly polite and his words completely calculated to offend. At the same moment Thomas realized he wasn’t in the mood for the man, he also realized that there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. 

“I’m fine, Lord John,” said Thomas. “Yourself?”

“A long night,” said John, “but a very good one. You should come out with us.” He chuckled. “The lords seem quite smitten with Eileen.”

“They seem to have no idea how to treat a girl,” said Thomas.

“True. But then, they were all drunk.”

“Are they ever sober?”

Lord John smiled. “It has been some time since Frostmire had a court magician,” he said instead. “I had to go back a hundred years in the chronicles to find record of one.”

That caught Thomas’s interest. “What did you learn?”

“That the man had an affinity for birds, and that the Church of the High Father hanged him for witchcraft.” John smiled. “Something to think about, if you’re taking over the role.”

“I’m not. Henry asked me here to help; that’s what I’m here to do. If that means marching with the army when we go out in the spring, then that’s what I’ll do. If it means something else, that’s what I’ll do. I don’t want a position at your court.”

“Oh, it isn’t my court,” said John. “It’s my father’s. And he won’t offer you a position.”

“Good.”

“He’ll just use you and then cast you aside for the priests to hang when he’s done.” John’s voice was cool, his tone easy. “If it was my court, you would be seen for the asset that you are, and treated accordingly.” He chuckled. “Of course, it will never be mine, so that won’t happen.”

“Of course not,” said Thomas.

“I’m too tired to stand talking in the hall. Why don’t you come to my chambers and we can talk further?”

“My apologies,” said Thomas. “I am to meet Lord Henry for breakfast.”

“Another time, then,” said Lord John. He headed for the family wing without another word. Thomas watched him go, then continued toward the great hall.

The group in the hall were mostly knights and craftsmen, from the look of them. There was certainly no sign of the young lords. Given the look of Lord John, they had probably already headed for their beds.

George and Henry were already at the table with the knights. Eileen, who had gone to change into girls’ clothes again, came in before Thomas was halfway through his breakfast, face red and flushed, with her hands clenched at her sides. She took a seat and the offered porridge without a word.

“Are you all right?” Thomas asked.

“Fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” said Henry. “You look ready to hit someone.”

“I’m fine!” Eileen snapped. She put a spoonful in her mouth and began chewing it with far more vigour than porridge required. Henry’s expression spoke volumes, but he left the matter alone.

“Spending today at the forge, then?” Rowland asked George.

“Already been,” was George’s reply. “Was down there working for a couple of hours before practice and will be there until dinner tonight, I imagine. Lots to learn.”

“Having fun, then?” asked Thomas. George grinned at him.

“And how about you?” Henry asked Eileen. “What will you do with your day?”

“Sit in my room,” said Eileen, her tone still sharp. “There’s nothing else for me to do here. Unless Amelia finds me, in which case I’ll be hiding under the bed.”

“She’s made her usual first impression, then,” said Henry. “You could spend the morning in the library.”

Eileen perked up at the word. “There’s a library?”

“Aye,” said Henry. “A fairly extensive one, in fact.”

Eileen nearly smiled, then faltered. “And what if Amelia comes looking for me?”

“Amelia,” said Henry, smiling, “does not have permission to visit the family wing.”

The relief in Eileen’s face was obvious and great. “Thank you, Lord Henry,” she said, and for the first time, Thomas could almost believe she meant something by the title.

“Anything of use to me in your library?” asked Thomas.

Henry shook his head. “Nothing I’ve seen, and I did go looking. Still, you have a better talent for it than I do, so perhaps you should join Eileen.”

“Just as long as they get some work done,” muttered George around a spoonful of porridge.

Eileen’s fist bounced off her brother’s shoulder without noticeable effect. Soon, Henry was leading Thomas and Eileen out of the hall, through the castle to the family library.

It was impressive, as private libraries went. The large room was lined floor to ceiling with neatly arranged shelves of books. Thomas, who had spent most of the last four years in the largest library in the nation, was impressed but not unduly so. Eileen was completely amazed.

“I could spend my life here,” she said, looking up and down the stacks. “It’s incredible.”

Henry bid them goodbye and left. Thomas thought of asking Eileen again what had happened that morning, but before he could, she stepped into the middle of the room and turned in a circle, taking in the shelves. “Where should we start?”

“There,” said Thomas, pointing at the shelf to the left of the door. “We start at the top, and we work our way around to the bottom, there.” He pointed to the shelf on the right side of the door.

“Then we’d better get started,” said Eileen.

“I’ll close the curtains,” said Thomas. “I’ll be able to see the lights better, if there are any.”

Thomas untied the curtains and released them, darkening the room. Eileen found a small ladder to reach the highest shelf and began passing down books for Thomas to flip through, looking for the tell-tale glow of magic on the page. After the first hour, they had gone through one side of the room, and were working their way through the second. They had found nothing. Thomas’s eyes were practically crossed from looking for the glow of spells on the pages. Eileen’s back and arms hurt from reaching up for the books. Thomas was seriously considering calling for a break when the library door opened.

“Henry said you two would be in here,” said John, stepping into the room. “Given what he told me, I’m surprised to find you just looking at books.”

Eileen stepped down off the ladder, directly in front of Lord John. “And what, exactly has Henry told you?” she bristled.

“That you two have a very passionate relationship,” said John, sounding not a whit disturbed. “Was he wrong?”

“Can we help you with something, Lord John?” asked Thomas. “Or are you looking for a book?”

“Amelia,” said Lord John. “was looking for her companions, and I told her that I would enquire after you.”

“Give Amelia our regards,” said Thomas, “and our apologies that we cannot join her today.”

“I see.” John walked into the middle of the room and surveyed the library. “And what are you researching in my family’s private library?”

“Magic,” said Thomas.

“Here?” John’s eyebrows went up. “There’s no magic here. When the Church of the High Father removed the last of the Blessed Daughter’s priests a hundred years ago, the library was purged. Anything that looked like it could be magic was removed. Pity, really. Some of it might have been useful.”

“Some of it might still be,” said Thomas.

“Do you think my ancestors would have missed anything?” John sounded amused. “With the High Father’s inquisitors looking over our shoulders?”

“I don’t doubt they were thorough,” said Thomas. “But something might have come in since then, or they might have passed over something, not knowing it was magic.”

“Unlikely, but keep looking,” said John. “I’ll absent myself. Father Roberts has asked to see me.” He smiled at Eileen. “Lord Ethan said to send his regards, if I saw you. Apparently you’ve made quite an impression on him.”

Eileen flushed bright red and her hands clenched into fists. Lord John nodded to them both and left the room, shutting the door behind him.

“Very nice of him to let you know he’s visiting with Father Roberts,” said Eileen before Thomas could speak.

“Very. Are you all—”

“Why did he tell you about that?” The words came out quickly. “To warn you?”

“To remind me how precarious my position is,” said Thomas. He took a slow breath, fighting down the urge to try asking her again. “Probably so he’ll have my support if he takes over.”

“Wonderful.” Eileen looked at the remaining walls of books that awaited them. “Do you think there’s really nothing here?”

“Probably.”

“Are we going to keep looking?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “I’d feel a right fool to have missed the answer if it was sitting right here.”

“Fair enough.” Eileen climbed up on the stool and picked another book off the shelf. “Here you go, then.”

They worked through the rest of the morning and were late to lunch. John’s prediction had been annoyingly accurate. There were no books with any magic in them. The closest they came was one book on the Blessed Daughter, which claimed that her priests and priestesses were possessed of great power and were to be watched. Thomas read the first few pages of the book out of interest, then gave up when it turned into a long tirade against witchcraft.

George was already finishing his lunch when they arrived, and Henry was nowhere to be seen. George looked them over. “Went badly, I take it.”

“How did you know?” asked Thomas as he and Eileen sat.

“If it went well, you’d either have come running to get me, or you’d still be working in the library.” 

“Is there any stew left?” said Thomas, looking for some sign of the servants.

“Nope,” said George around his last mouthful. 

“Figures,” said Thomas. “How was your morning?”

“Wonderful,” said George, his tone not matching the word. “Amelia decided to come visit the forges and see how the newest smith is getting on.”

Eileen winced in sympathy. 

“And is she still at the smithy?” asked Thomas.

“No, she said she felt sorry for my poor sister and asked would I mind if she took her walking through the town.”

Eileen’s eyes went wide. “If I have to go walking alone with that girl I don’t guarantee we’re both coming back.” She put a hand on Thomas’s arm. “If you love me, keep me away from her.”

“I love you,” said Thomas, “but I can only promise so much.” He looked to the kitchen and his stomach rumbled. “Of course, we could go walking through town.”

“What?” Eileen’s eyebrows went up.

“I say we head into the city for lunch and look for booksellers. Maybe I’ll find something out there.”

“Now that,” said Eileen, “is a good idea.”

Thomas looked to George. “Do you want to come?”

“Can’t,” said George. “I need to get back to the forge. But promise to take me out once you’ve found a tavern worth sitting in.”

“We will,” promised Thomas.

“Meet me at my room,” said Eileen. “And if you see Amelia, run!”

Thomas made his way to his tower, put on his winter clothes, and dug out his money. He had enough for an afternoon in the city, certainly, but not much beyond that, and there was no way to access his funds back in Hawksmouth. He wondered if he could get Henry to give him more.

He made it to Eileen’s room and the two of them managed to escape the castle without seeing Amelia. The guard at the gate told them the castle shut for the night two hours after sunset. “And this time of year, that’s just supper time,” the guard warned. “After that, you’ll need to convince the night watch to let you in, and they’re not inclined to do so.”

They thanked him and headed into the city. The roads were filled with a deep-churned grey paste of dirt and snow that clung to their boots and weighted down their feet. There was almost no colour in the street, save the occasional brightly painted sign. The buildings were grey stone or brown wood, with grey slate roofs and thick icicles hanging from their eaves, and doors pulled tightly shut. Though the few windows, Thomas could see shopkeepers sitting idle inside their empty stores.

By contrast, the main thoroughfare was filled with people. But it wasn’t the bustling crowd of a market day, or even the steady trudge of tradesmen on their way to work. Men and women stood in the streets. Children huddled in doorways or clung to their parents. Some begged for food or money and Thomas, having none of the first and little of the second, refused as gently as he could. Others just stared at them as they went by, saying nothing. Thomas kept his eyes on all of them as he went past, and kept his hand close to the grip of his rapier.

“How many of them do you think there are?” Eileen asked quietly as they passed yet another crowd of men huddled around a small brazier.

“I couldn’t guess,” said Thomas. “The duke said a thousand, but I’m sure there’s more.”

“Will there be enough food for them all?”

“I don’t know. Maybe with the supplies from the South, there will be a chance, but otherwise...”

“Otherwise, they’ll starve to death.”

“Aye,” said Thomas. 

They walked a ways further, and Thomas spotted a tavern. He found himself feeling guilty as he mounted the step and held the door open for Eileen. From her face, she was feeling the same. He pushed the door shut as soon as he passed inside, blocking out the sight of the men and women standing in the streets.

The warm, stuffy interior of the tavern was both welcome and oppressive after the clear cold of the streets. Flames danced merrily in the fireplace and a dozen patrons sat at tables sipping drinks. Thomas enquired about lunch and was given a tray with bread and cheese, and a promise that roast chicken would not be far behind. Thomas added two glasses of mulled wine, paid for the fare, and took Eileen to a table as close to the fire as was available. The patrons eyed them, but no one said anything.

The bartender brought the mulled wine and Eileen wrapped her hands loosely around the steaming cup, letting it warm her fingers. “It’s so cold right now.”

“It’s not even deep winter yet,” said Thomas. “Down south they’re probably just getting the first snows.”

“I wonder what it will be like at the turning of the year.” 

“Cold enough to make your spit freeze before it hits the ground,” said the bartender, returning with the chicken, fresh-pulled from the spit. “Assuming we’re all here to see it.”

“Why wouldn’t we be?” asked Thomas.

“We’re under siege,” said the man. “Have you not heard?”

“I’ve heard that the duke has forbidden his armies travel beyond the gates.”

“Not just his armies,” said the bartender. “Anyone. And if you’re not allowed to leave, that’s a siege.”

“I suppose it is,” said Thomas.

Another customer called, and the man went away. Thomas and Eileen ate and finished off their wine without much more conversation. When they stepped out into the cold, grey daylight, a dozen pairs of eyes followed their movements.

“Seems mean to eat in a tavern,” said Eileen, her voice quiet. “Half the people out here probably aren’t eating at all.”

Thomas nodded his agreement and kept his eyes on the people in the street. No one looked hostile. Everyone just seemed to be waiting.

For spring, Thomas thought. For the hope that they can go home.

He wondered how many would be alive, come spring.

“Thomas, look.”

A poster had been plastered up on a blank patch of wall. In it, an ugly, hunched man, breathed fire at a helpless group of women and children. Standing between them, holding a shield emblazoned with the symbol of the High Father, stood a priest. Beneath the image, the words “Hold to the Faith, and Beware Magic!” loomed large.

“Wonderful,” said Thomas. He looked around and saw a group of men standing together. “Good day.”

The men stared at him and didn’t say anything. Thomas pointed at the poster. “Do any of you know how old this is?”

The men looked to one another, and for a moment Thomas was sure that no one was going to answer. One of the men finally spoke up. “Went up last night. Couple of soldiers put it there.”

“The duke’s soldiers?”

“No, the church’s.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas. He went back to Eileen. “Father Roberts’s work, I bet.”

“Great,” said Eileen. “How long before he comes after you directly?”

“No idea,” said Thomas. He looked around at the shops and the few patrons going in and out of them. “We should find a bookseller,” he said. “There have to be a few of them in a city this size. Maybe one of them will have something useful.”

He accosted a passer-by, then several others, before he got the directions he needed. The store was not a bookseller, he had been advised, but did have books. After walking a dozen more blocks down twisting streets, Thomas and Eileen found themselves staring into the large, many-paned window of the store. The sign above said “Wagman’s Warehouse.” The window display was a clutter of things ranging from clothes to weapons to a boar’s tusk necklace. A stack of books was piled in the corner of the window.

Eileen peered through the glass into the cluttered shop beyond. “This is the place, I take it?”

“I take it,” agreed Thomas. “Come on.”

Thomas pushed open the door, hitting a bell that sent a sharp peal through the store. The inside was just as cluttered as the window display. It looked as if the store sold some of almost everything that could be bought in Frostmire. In his immediate view were a stack of crown mouldings, a stack of animal skins, a barrel filled with swords and another filled with canes, and shelves upon shelves of cloth, dried meat, candles, shackles—

Shackles?

—bottles of wine, bottles of oil, bottles of scent, dried fish, dried fruit and a pair of dried hands which Thomas sincerely hoped had once belonged to a large monkey. Of books, he could only see the ones in the window from where he stood, but given the general clutter of the shop, he wasn’t sure he’d see others unless he was standing beside them.

There was some movement in the back, and a thin man with a rather messy beard and equally messy hair stepped out from behind a pair of very large shelves. He was bundled in a heavy coat and cloak, with frayed gloves on his hands and a bright yellow scarf around his neck. A hat, knit from several rather alarming colours, sat on his head like a half-empty sack. He positively beamed at them.

“Customers!” he declared. “How may I help you young sir, young miss? Something for your house? I have some excellent dishes and pots. Or perhaps something more decorative?”

“Actually,” said Thomas. “I’m looking for books.”

“Books!” the man’s smile grew wider. “A last, someone to buy a book! Hopefully I’ll have something you want. And if not, well, if it is in the city, I can find it for you.” He gestured to the window. “Those are just for show, though you are welcome to any that suit your fancy. The rest are in the back, away from the wet of windows.”

“I’ll look at these first,” said Thomas. “If you want to go with him to see the others, Eileen, I’ll follow in a moment.”

“All right,” said Eileen. She turned back to the bookseller. “If you please?”

“This way.” Eileen followed the man around the corner of a shelf and they vanished from sight.

Morbid curiosity got the better of Thomas, and he quickly went to look at the hands. They had once belonged to a monkey. Chagrined, Thomas turned his attention back to the books. The first was a bound edition of poems. The poet was someone whose name he had not heard before, but the work was good. Thomas regretfully turned his eyes from the poems and flipped through the pages, looking for the flashes of light that would indicate magic. There were none.

There were other books: a map book with beautiful coloured maps of the kingdom, a book of recipes with a preparation for pork tenderloin that set Thomas’s mouth watering, a book of arithmetical problems, a treatise on the philosophic meanings of geometric shapes, and a beautifully illustrated book about the lives and habits of toads. There was no magic in any of them and yet Thomas dearly wished he could have them all.

Thomas edged around the shelves and followed a narrow aisle to an open door. Beyond it, he found Eileen looking through piles of old, worn books. The proprietor was still smiling. “It is the best collection of books in the city, with titles you won’t see anywhere else.” He turned to Thomas. “Did you see anything of interest?”

“All of it,” said Thomas. “Unfortunately, none of it was what I was looking for.”

“Oh!” Eileen snapped a book shut and turned her eyes away, her face turning bright red.

“Ah, yes,” said the proprietor, peering at the book. “Protrudis’s treaty on the uses of the body in the art of romance.” He set a kettle on the counter and reached below for mugs. “The artwork is excellent, but the subject matter does not sell well.” He smiled. “You’d think it would, what with winter being here and people having little to do and a need to keep warm. Still, I have high hopes for the week before Fire Night.”

Thomas came over and opened the book, picking a spot halfway through. The art was excellent—the illustrations were hand-drawn and coloured; the anatomy displayed was exact and instructive. Thomas felt his own blush rising. He looked away from the book and found Eileen watching, eyebrows raised. He willed his blush down and looked at another page before shutting the book, just to show he wasn’t embarrassed.

“Now, are you looking for anything in particular?” asked the bookseller, adding tea leaves to the kettle. “Or just a general interest?”

“Just a general interest,” lied Thomas.

“Well, my shelves are generally interesting,” said the bookseller. “Peruse at length. Would you like some tea?”

“That would be appreciated,” said Thomas. “It is cold out there.”

“Not so bad, for this time of year,” said the man. “The tea will be ready shortly.”

He stepped out of the room. Eileen waited until he was gone. “A hundred-fifty books, tops,” she said, picking up the first book. She pointed to an empty section of shelf. “Discards start there?”

“Aye.”

Eileen’s gave him a smile and tossed a book at him. “Get to work, Scholar.”

Thomas got to work, paging quickly through each book, looking for the flashes of magic that showed a charm or spell that held true magic. He didn’t find any, but was impressed at the wide selection. The books ranged from encyclopedias to treatises on the habits of stoats, to books of astronomy. None of them had any magic, but the book on stars was well-written and had excellent diagrams. Thomas dearly wanted to take it back to his tower. He could imagine standing on the roof, looking at the winter stars. Regretfully, he set it aside.

When Eileen handed him the book on the art of romance, it took all Thomas’s willpower not to slow down as he paged through it. What he saw made him blush even as it sparked his curiosity. He put it down and tried to look nonchalant. Eileen’s smile turned to a giggle.

They worked through the whole pile of books by the time the man came back with a tray and three cups of tea. He looked at the shelves. “I’ve never seen anyone with a general interest go through every book in my store before. Nor so quickly. Is there something specific you are generally interested in?”

Thomas, about to lie again, found himself hesitating.

“Sir?” prompted the bookseller gently.

“Thomas Flarety,” said Thomas, stalling. He took one of the cups of tea and blew on it.

“Barry Wagman, at your service.”

Thomas took a deep breath. He had been brought here for a reason, and while he couldn’t talk about his own power... “I’m looking for magic.”

Eileen, just picking up a teacup, nearly dropped it, and only barely managed to avoid spilling it all over herself as she caught it. Swearing and shaking hot tea off her hands, she stared, wide-eyed, at Thomas.

“Magic?” repeated Barry. “Magic is frowned upon here, young man. Especially now.”

“I’m a scholar, brought north by Lord Henry,” said Thomas. “I was commissioned as his agent to find out everything I can about the raiders—their home, their habits, and their magic.”

“I see,” said Barry, rubbing his hand along his jaw line. “And you expect to find the answer in books, do you?”

I did before. Out loud, Thomas said, “I don’t expect anything. I just don’t want to miss something because I didn’t think to look in the right place.”

“So you’re looking every place, is that it?”

“Aye.”

Barry nodded. “Well, I don’t get much of that sort of thing around here, but if I should, where should I send word?”

“To the castle,” said Thomas. “And not just books of magic. Any book about raiders, or with charms or lore. Any legends or stories that might have anything to do with them. Send for me, and if they can’t find me, ask for Lord Henry.”

“I’ll do that,” said the bookseller. He took a sip of his own tea. “So, there is nothing of interest, other than the magic?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Thomas, trying to remember how much he had in his purse. He looked to Eileen. “Pick one you want.”

“What?” Eileen’s eyes went wide. “You can’t afford it!”

“I can.” I think. “Let’s look through again, and see what we like.”

Soon after, he and Eileen stepped back out into the snow. Thomas had the astronomy book under his arm. Eileen had picked a thick novel at Barry’s recommendation. Thomas had very little money left, but the expression on Eileen’s face and the chance to have a new book made it more than worthwhile. “We’d better head back before they close the gates,” said Thomas. 

“Aye,” said Eileen. She leaned up and kissed him, her lips warm on his. “Thank you for the book, Thomas.”

He hugged her tightly. “You’re welcome.”

“And can I look at your astronomy book when you’re done with it?”

Thomas laughed and kissed her again. “Of course.”

The sky was starting to darken. People still milled about on the street. They seemed more numerous, as if the coming night had brought more of them out of the woodwork. Thomas looked over the crowd and shifted his book under his other arm, freeing his sword hand.

“Where are they all coming from?” asked Eileen. “I mean, I know where they came from, but where are they coming from today?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “Maybe some were working during the day.”

They turned down the main thoroughfare, following it toward the castle. “I hope they can find places before it gets any colder,” said Eileen. “They can’t survive out here.”

They know it, too, Thomas thought, looking at their faces as he passed. 

The walk back to the castle was long and slow, but they reached it with time to spare before dinner. Thomas escorted Eileen to her rooms, then headed for his tower. He was just reaching the stairs when Amelia pounced.

“Thomas!” she said, her voice at once playful and chiding. “Where were you today? I was hoping for some companionship this afternoon!”

“Out,” said Thomas. “Eileen and I were learning the city.”

“Just the two of you?” Amelia looked horrified. “That is hardly suitable. Who would protect you if there was a fight? No, next time you must bring me.”

Thomas’s eyebrows went up. “Because you can protect me in a fight?”

“Of course not, silly,” said Amelia. “No, I have a pair of bodyguards who can most ably deal with those living in our streets.” She allowed a delicate little shudder through her body. “The duke really should round them up and send them back their own towns.”

“Most of their towns don’t exist anymore,” said Thomas, remembering the faces of the children in the streets. 

“What is that book?” Amelia asked, grabbing it out from under Thomas’s arm and opening it. “Is it a spell book?”

“Astronomy,” said Thomas, grabbing it back. “Why would I have a spell book?”

“Didn’t you know?” Amelia dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s all over the palace. Someone who returned with Henry is a witch.”

“What?”

“A witch,” said Amelia in her normal tone. “Brought to help us defeat the enemy’s magic. I heard it from one of the maids.”

“Really?” asked Thomas. “Which one?”

“Oh, no one is saying which one of you is the witch, though it certainly couldn’t be George. Can you see him, whispering to the Banished?” She giggled. “Now, Eileen would make a perfect little hedge-witch—wild, ragged hair, be-spelling a young scholar.” She giggled again and before Thomas could open his mouth, she added, “I have to go. Father is taking us all to dinner in town. Tomorrow, let’s get together!”

She is just getting to be more and more fun, Thomas thought, watching her go. What’s she playing at?

Thomas went up the stairs to his tower, shed his coat and rapier and put the book on the shelf. Thomas promised himself he’d add others as soon as he thought of a way to get money out of Henry. He mulled what he was going to say as he went back down the stairs.

Halfway to the hall, Thomas heard Eileen’s voice. Her tone was unmistakably sharp, though Thomas couldn’t make out the words. Several male voices protested, then Baron Goshawk’s voice rose above them, “That is quite enough of that.”

Thomas picked up his pace and rounded the last corner to see Eileen walking into the great hall on Baron Goshawk’s arm. There was no one else in the hallway. Thomas followed them into the great hall, and got to see the expression of surprise on George’s face. Thomas reached the table in time to hear Eileen saying, “The baron met me in the hallway and offered to escort me.”

“And why did Eileen need an escort?” Thomas asked, making Eileen start. Her face was flushed. Baron Goshawk opened his mouth to explain but Eileen cut him off.

“I did not need one,” she said. “The baron offered. I accepted.”

The baron looked askance at her but said nothing. Thomas wanted to ask about what he had heard in the hallway, but Eileen was already thanking the baron, who bowed first to her, then to George, and left. Eileen sat down and asked George, “How was the day?”

George described his work at the forge in detail. Thomas kept looking at Eileen, who was still flushed and looking not at all pleased. George also seemed curious, but kept his peace. “And how was your time in the city?’”

“Not productive,” said Thomas. “We found a bookseller, but didn’t find anything worthwhile. Eileen, are you all right?”

“I’m just hungry, is all. How long until dinner?”

“A while yet,” said Henry from behind them. He was dressed for going out and had his rapier and dagger on his hips. “And we won’t eat it here. I want to spend the evening out.”

“We’ve been out all day,” said Eileen. “Freezing, I might add.”

“You spent the day wandering aimlessly,” said Henry, “I am taking you for dinner.”

“A good dinner?” asked George.

“One of the finest,” said Henry. “Though not in the nicest neighbourhood. Are you coming?”

“Oh, aye,” said George. “May as well see the town before I’m locked up in one of the forges for the winter.”

“Meet me by the door in a quarter hour.”

It took very little time for Thomas to get his winter gear back on and get back to the great hall. He found Henry leaning against the wall by the door, talking quietly with Amelia. Thomas groaned to himself, sure she was coming with them. As he drew closer, though, Thomas found that Henry was disabusing her of the notion.

“In fact,” Henry was saying, “I am sure that your family would be most disappointed to find that you had run out without telling them. Disappointed to the point that they would not allow you to spend your free time at court anymore.”

Amelia pouted. “Fine. But I hope you shall give me some of your time at a later date.”

She flounced off and Henry sighed. “She is impossible, that girl.”

“But she seems to like you,” said Thomas.

“She likes anyone with ‘lord’ in front of his name,” said Henry. “And anyone who gives her gossip.”

“I noticed,” said Thomas, leaning against the wall beside Henry. “Did you know that one of the people you brought north with you was a witch?”

“I did know,” said Henry. “But have yet to learn who started the rumour.”

“Wonderful.” Thomas watched Amelia change direction toward a table of young noblemen. A moment later, she was laughing and sitting with them. Without looking at Henry, Thomas said, “By the way, I’m now your agent commissioned to search for information about the enemy, including their home, their habits, their tactics and their magic.”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Henry slowly turn towards him. “You are, are you?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “And I’ll be needing money, too.”

“And how did this come about?”

“I needed a reason to be looking for obscure books about magic.”

“And you came up with that?”

“Your brother called me a court magician, this morning,” said Thomas. “Between that and Amelia’s rumours, I think this is a far better reason, don’t you?”

“It has the advantage of being true.” Henry sighed. “Fine. Just don’t get caught by the inquisitor.”

“Now about that money?”

“And here’s George and Eileen,” said Henry, ignoring Thomas’s question. “And Sir Lawrence. I thought I told you to take the evening for yourself.”

Eileen, to Thomas’s surprise, had at her waist the long, sharp knife that George had given her back at the beginning of the summer. George was carrying his thick walking stick, and Sir Lawrence, walking beside them, was wearing simple, warm clothes with his own sword prominently displayed.

“You did,” said Sir Lawrence, “but you neglected to mention that you were going out for the evening.”

“How silly of me,” said Henry. “Well, since you are here, you may as well tag along. Come on, everyone.”

The night was a great deal colder than the day had been, and Thomas found himself shivering even under his warm winter clothes. Henry kept them moving at a brisk pace, leading them on a twisting route through side streets to a shabby part of the city. The apartment buildings were smaller and not as well-kept, the streets narrower. The men in the alleys had they look of predators rather than refugees, and cast appraising eyes at the group, though none made a move toward them.

Thomas spotted a dozen of the church’s posters plastered up on a wall. He pointed it out to Henry. “Have you seen these?”

“No.” Henry went closer and read the posters in the fading light of the sun. “When did those go up?”

“Last night,” said Eileen. “Church soldiers put them up.” When George, Henry and Sir Lawrence all turned to look at her, she pointed at Thomas. “He asked. I listened.”

“Could be a tactic to get heard by the duke,” said Henry. “Get enough voices clamouring for the protection of the church and my father would have to give them an audience.”

“Or give them me,” said Thomas.

Henry nodded. “There is that.”

“Would he?” asked Eileen.

“Depends what he’s offered.”

“Comforting thought,” said Thomas. “Thanks.”

“What’s to keep him from pulling Thomas off the streets?” asked George. “I mean, he did that in Hawksmouth.”

“This isn’t the South,” said Henry. “If Father Roberts tries to go against my father right now, my father will hang him from the city wall. You can’t have that sort of challenge in a time of war.” Henry led them around another corner. “Here it is!”

The sign above the tavern door proclaimed it to be The Prince’s Arms. Inside, the floor was covered in sawdust, the floorboards were splintery, the benches and tables roughly built, and the room crowded with patrons. The air was warm from the fire and the crowd, and filled with a crowd of scents from fresh-baked bread to stew to mulled wine, overlaid with the scent of unwashed bodies packed too closely together. A dozen heads turned their way the moment the door opened.

“Lord Henry!” shouted someone in the crowd. “It’s Lord Henry, back!”

A moment later, every man and woman in the place was on their feet, cheering. Henry grinned.

“I told you I led one of my father’s companies,” he shouted over the noise.

“Aye,” said Thomas, letting go of his rapier. “This is their tavern, I take it?”

“It is,” said Henry. He let the crowd cheer a while longer, then raised his hand and shouted, “Quiet!”

The room instantly stilled. “Everyone put a drink in your hand,” he said. There was a bustle of activity as people raised or refilled drinks. The bartender came out from behind the bar with five cups on a tray. Henry passed them around and Thomas could smell the strong whiskey rising from the cups. Henry waited until every man had a cup in his hand before he spoke again.

“On our way home,” said Henry, his voice carrying through the tavern, “just inside the southern borders of Frostmire, we were ambushed by the invaders. They were hidden in the snow and attacked us without warning. They killed Sir Michael and Sir Gareth.”

Thomas watched the expressions of the patrons darken, and heard sad mutters floating through the crowd. Beside him, Henry stood still, waiting for the mutters to subside. “The invaders lost that fight.”

The room went silent all at once.

“I do not mean that they got away,” said Henry into the silence. “They outnumbered us, and threw fire at us and we defeated them anyway. We fought them when they stood, and we rode them down when they broke. None got away.”

A new murmur filled the room; surprise and a vicious glee mixed with the sorrow. Henry raised his glass high. “To Sir Michael, Sir Gareth, and to victory!”

“To victory!” rang out through the room. Henry tossed his whiskey straight back, and everyone in the room did the same. Thomas finished his own drink in a single gulp, and lowered it just in time to see Eileen, red-faced and eyes tearing, lowering her own cup. To Thomas’s surprise, she managed not to cough. Her brother was unfazed.

“And now,” said Henry, when the cheering died down, “To dinner! Louis!”

The bartender quickly cleared a table for them, but Henry only stopped at it long enough to hang his rapier and cloak over the back of a chair and collect another drink—beer, this time. Then he was back in the crowd, talking with anyone nearby, catching up on two months of local gossip and wagering on dart throws or tosses of the dice. His wagers were small and he laughed as hard when he lost as when he won.

The food arrived and Henry returned with it. They dug into what Thomas had to admit was one of the better meals he’d eaten in a fair while. Henry kept the chat light the entire time, and he included those at nearby tables and even the serving girls in the conversation.

As soon as the food was done, men came over and begged Henry to join them in dicing. Henry did, and soon the others were pulled into various games in the room. When arm-wrestling began, George stepped in and defeated all comers until a small man who was nearly as wide as he was tall stepped forward and planted his elbow on the table. They locked hands and strained against each other for the better part of a quarter hour before Henry distracted George and the other man won. Thomas lost a few coins at cards, and Eileen won a few at darts. Henry went from one table to another with abandonment, downing drinks with the ease of one far too accustomed to alcohol for his age and spreading his money liberally.

They stayed until Louis declared the tavern closed for the night and shooed the last of his patrons into the street. The men and women said their good-nights to Henry and went on their way, leaving Thomas and his friends standing alone in the streets.

Thomas breathed deep, letting the cold night air clear the alcohol and pipe smoke from his head. A light snow was falling, adding a thin layer of white over the dirty grey that covered the streets. Thomas was drunk, but not heavily. Eileen was staggering a bit, but not as much as Henry, who had drunk more than Thomas and Eileen combined. George, who had practically matched Henry drink for drink, was walking carefully, but his size had kept him from the worst effects of the alcohol.

“Now that,” said Henry, “Was a good night.”

“Aye, it was,” agreed George. “Nice folks.”

“Aye,” said Henry. “Hope none of them starve to death before spring.”

The pleasant mood vanished and the group fell silent. Thomas looked around at the empty streets, wondering where the refugees had gone for shelter. “What would you do, Henry?”

“Me?”

“Aye, if it was your choice. What would you do?”

“Hunt,” said Henry. “Send out parties of a hundred men at a time and hunt the enemy like deer. Chase them out and drive them back until they were gone from the duchy or forced to make a stand.” He shook his head. “Of course, father would never agree. With winter on us, he thinks there’s nothing out there worth protecting. The farmers are all in the villages or in the city.”

“But the raiders are burning the villages.”

“I did point that out to my father.”

“What did he say?”

“That it was unfortunate.”

George kicked at a snowbank. “Doesn’t seem like a good plan to me.”

“Well, we certainly agree on that,” said Henry.

They were halfway back to the castle when Thomas realized they weren’t alone in the street. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been hearing the noise before he identified it as the crunch of many footsteps on the hard-packed snow. Thomas, wishing he was more sober, looked over his shoulder.

The street behind them was filled with men.

They wore rough clothes, their worn boots wrapped in rags. Some wore cloaks, others had thrown blankets over their bodies to keep warm. Thomas poked Sir Lawrence, who looked back. His eyes widened and his hand went to the grip of his sword. Thomas put one hand on Henry’s shoulder and reached out to Eileen with the other. Both looked, and Eileen reached for George. Without a word being exchanged the five increased their pace.

The men behind them moved faster to match them, footsteps merging into one long slur of sound. More men joined them, coming from alleys and doorways. Ahead of Thomas and his friends, the narrow street they were on opened up onto the main thoroughfare that would lead them back to the castle. They turned the corner, and Henry stopped short. Thomas and the others did the same two steps later.

The street in front of them was filled with women and children dressed in ragged and worn clothing. Many of them had the pinched faces of the near-starving, many more shivering in the cold. They stood in a wide circle that blocked all possible passages back to the castle. Their breath made a fog of ice crystals, filling the air. No one said anything. They just watched.

“The middle of the street, or the wall?” asked Lawrence, his voice low and worried.

“The middle,” said Henry, his voice no louder. “If they pin us against a wall we’ll never get free.”

The five moved into the middle of the street. The crowd of men from behind them mixed with the men and women and children, surrounding them in a wide circle. Still, no one in the crowd spoke. Even the children were unnaturally quiet, staring at them all.

“What are they going to do?” whispered Eileen. “What do they want?”

Thomas turned in a slow circle, scanning the crowd. “No one has any weapons.”

“There’s enough of them that they could tear us apart without them,” said Lawrence.

The crowd shifted, opening a path on the road to the castle. The men and women faded back against the walls of the building, leaving a space more than wide enough for the five to pass through, save for the man who stood in the middle of it.

“Baron Gallen,” said Henry, “I had not realized that you were in the city.”

The man wore the same rough clothes as the rest and had the same pinched, cold, hungry look on his face. There was nothing that would mark him as a baron save Henry’s words and the respect of those around him. He bowed to Henry. “I had not planned to be here.”

“Many did not plan to be here,” said Henry. He looked at the crowd surrounding them. “To what do we owe this escort?”

“Concern for your safety, Lord Henry,” said Gallen. “Apparently, the city is becoming filled with desperate and hungry men and women who have lost their homes and their livelihoods.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting that these good people might take it into their heads to harm me,” said Henry, gesturing at the crowd.

“No,” said Gallen. “I’m suggesting that there are those who would not hesitate to arrange for it to appear as if my people are responsible for events that they are not, and use those events as an excuse to drive my people from the city.”

“I stand corrected.” Henry took his hand off his rapier and went to the baron, linking his arm in the other man’s and gesturing for Thomas and the others to follow. Henry began walking them towards the castle. At first, the crowd didn’t move. The baron waved his hand and people started stepping back out of the way. 

“My father had a feast to celebrate my return.” said Henry. “I am surprised you didn’t attend.”

Gallen shook his head. “I was not invited.”

“I see.”

“Rumour has it the king refused to give you men, but the High Father’s church has come and stands ready to help.”

Henry snorted. “The king is sending two hundred men, who are on their way as we speak, along with another five hundred mercenaries. The High Father’s church sent twenty men and an inquisitor for their own purposes, which have very little to do with whether or not our duchy survives the winter.”

“When will your father send out his armies, Lord Henry? All the men here are ready to fight, if he will only give the word.”

“Spring,” said Henry. “My father’s plan is to let the enemy starve themselves over the winter, then attack in force in the spring.”

“It’s not just enemy who will starve over the winter, Lord Henry.”

Henry looked at the crowd around them. “Are your people not fed, then?”

“No one is fed,” said Baron Gallen. “They earn their keep as best they can, when there is work. Otherwise...” The baron shrugged. “And now I must see to my people. We have waited a long time to speak with you, and need to seek shelter.”

“Where will you seek it?” asked Thomas. “Where do you go?”

“Where we can,” said Gallen. He bowed slightly to Henry, then left. The crowd of men and women filtered slowly out of the square, leaving Thomas, Henry, Eileen, Lawrence and George standing together in an empty, darkened street. Henry watched until the last of them vanished from sight. His mouth was set in a hard, angry line.

“Come on,” he said. “It’s time we were home.”
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The page banged on Thomas’s door again the next morning. Thomas, feeling much the worse for wear, managed to stumble into his clothes, find his weapons and make it down to the practice room. George and Eileen were already there, both looking much like Thomas felt.

“If you are sure you don’t mind,” said a new voice.

Thomas turned to watch Baron Goshawk and Henry enter, with Sir Lawrence, Sir Patrick and Sir Rowland behind them. “Not at all,” said Henry. “The more we have, the better. Good morning,” he said to Thomas and his friends. Henry himself was looking annoyingly well, despite slightly bloodshot eyes.

“Good morning,” said Thomas. “Baron, you are joining us?”

“If there’s no objection.”

Thomas looked to Henry, whose expression was clearly saying there are no objections. “None from me.”

“Fine with me,” said George.

“And me.” Eileen grinned. “If the baron thinks he can keep up.”

“I think I’ll manage,” said the baron, smiling back at her. 

“Should we warm up properly this time?” Thomas asked, pointing to the ladders and bars set into one of the walls and telling himself it had nothing to do with the way Goshawk was looking at Eileen.

Henry looked at once dour and amused. “You would think of that, wouldn’t you?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “But that’s why I’m the best swordsman in Hawksmouth.”

“You think,” said Henry. “Lead us.”

Thomas did, running them around the room, taking them up the ladders and the ropes, making them do pull-ups on the bar. Henry stayed on Thomas’s heels the entire time, with his knights only slightly behind. Baron Goshawk did his best to keep the pace, and Eileen trailed him only slightly. Thomas enjoyed the surprise on the baron’s face when Eileen pulled herself up on the bars and ropes. George trailed behind them and was clearly not happy with the running. He went up and down the ropes and ladders with ease, though, and on a dare from Patrick did pull-ups one-handed with each arm.

Thomas ran them for a quarter of an hour, until he could feel himself covered with a sheen of sweat. He called a stop, and Henry called for blades. The knights took George aside to work with the heavier weapons and Henry led the other three in blade drills: rapier first, then rapier and dagger, singly and then with rotating partners. The baron did the drills with the ease of much practice, and when paired with Thomas, showed a strong wrist and a fair amount of speed.

After half an hour, Henry called them all in to pair off and take turns on the fencing floor. Lawrence was less tentative against Thomas, and Thomas had to work to defeat him. He watched Rowland pair off against Baron Goshawk. The man knew what he was doing well enough, and gave Sir Rowland some stiff competition before the knight scored a killing blow. George and Lawrence went next, and Lawrence handily proved that skill could overcome brute force.

Rowland and Patrick followed, feinting and grinning like two old sparring partners.

“Eileen and Baron Goshawk,” said Henry. “If you would.”

The baron’s eyebrows went up. “Me? Fight her?”

“Aye,” said Henry. “If you would.”

“It isn’t proper,” protested Goshawk. “A man should not fight a girl.”

“Oh, really?” Eileen’s eyebrows also went up and head tilted to one side. “Not scared, are you?”

The baron’s back stiffened. “Not for myself.”

Eileen smiled sweetly and stepped onto the fencing floor. “Then come on.”

Goshawk stepped onto the floor, the two saluted, and Eileen charged.

The baron dodged backwards and parried hard and fast as Eileen’s blade flashed out a half-dozen times in the first moments of the fight. Goshawk quickly regained the initiative and began driving at Eileen, using his size and strength to force her backwards.

“Oh, that’s not going to work,” said George one moment before his prediction came true.

Thomas was not a large man at all, and had been paired against many larger opponents in his time. The move that Eileen used was one of his favourites, slipping to the side as the baron stabbed and driving her own blade under his to score a clean kill to his chest.

“Kill!” shouted Henry. When the baron looked up, his expression was chagrined to say the least. “I underestimated you,” he said to Eileen, holding out a hand. “Pray, accept my apologies.”

Eileen extended hers and the baron bowed over it. Eileen grinned. “That will teach you.”

“So,” said the baron. “Who is next?”

“Me and the second best swordsman in Hawksmouth,” said Henry. “Dagger as well, this time?”

Thomas, grinning, put a button onto his dagger and stepped onto the fencing floor. The fight was longer and harder. Each scored three wounds on the other, and once more the match became a game of attrition. Henry, growing frustrated, closed the distance between them with a quick move and rendered their swords useless. He nearly scored a killing blow with his dagger, but Thomas fell to the ground, avoiding the thrust and cutting Henry twice with his dagger on the way down before thrusting a kill hit with his rapier. He scrambled to his feet even as Henry cursed and stepped back, acknowledging his defeat.

“He nearly had you that time,” said George.

“He did have me,” said Thomas. “I lost my balance as he was coming in. He missed my heart by luck.”

“Still,” said Patrick, “Any fight you win...”

“True.”

“Enough for today,” said Henry. “I have a meeting with my father and the city council. George?”

“Forge.”

“Eileen?”

“No idea. Thomas?”

“That, I’d like to discuss with Lord Henry,” said Thomas.

“Of course,” said Henry. “Sir Patrick, would you escort Eileen back to her rooms?”

“I can,” said Baron Goshawk. “And to breakfast, if you like.” He looked to George. “If there are no objections?”

“Not from me,” said George, putting on a pleasant smile and looking at Thomas.

“Eileen?” asked the baron.

Eileen spared a swift glance at Thomas, then said, “Thank you, Baron.”

The group split up. Thomas waited until he and Henry were alone before asking, “Did you invite the baron or did he invite himself?”

“He invited himself,” said Henry. “Three guesses why?”

“He has a thing for blacksmiths’ daughters?”

“No, though after that fight he might just be smitten,” said Henry, grinning at Thomas’s sour expression. “Goshawk’s petitioning my father to let him return to his town. It hadn’t yet fallen when Father ordered the gates sealed, and he’s hoping it still hasn’t. He wants to mount an expedition to get back and reinforce the town, and he wants my support.”

“And here I thought he was interested in Eileen.”

“That, too, I’m sure,” said Henry. “But that’s not his main reason. Everything is political, here, Thomas. Even the flirting.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Do,” said Henry. “Now what are your plans today?”

“More booksellers,” said Thomas. “Maybe I’ll find something in one.”

“I suppose it’s a start,” said Henry. “But I doubt any books of magic are left. Everything was purged when the last of the Daughter’s priests were driven out.”

“I’m not looking for spell books,” said Thomas. “Most of what I had back in Hawksmouth were notes scribbled in ships’ logs or commonplace books, or memoirs.”

“Lots of time in booksellers, then,” said Henry. “And eating in pubs while you’re looking, no doubt.”

“Aye.”

“So you need money.”

“If you want me to find anything,” said Thomas.

“Figures,” said Henry. “Fine. I’ll have a purse sent to you at breakfast.”

“Thank you. And speaking of that, I should get changed.”

“You should,” said Henry, smiling himself. “After all, you wouldn’t want Baron Goshawk sitting beside your girl, would you?”

Thomas made a sour face, bowed, and made his way back to the tower to change clothes. When he got to the great hall, George was nowhere to be seen, and Eileen and Baron Goshawk were sitting across from each other at one of the long tables.

“Where’s George?” Thomas asked.

“Been and gone,” said Eileen. “Said he wanted to get a jump on work at the forge today, in case Amelia comes around.”

“Can’t blame him,” said Thomas, pulling up a chair and accepting a bowl of porridge from one of the servants.

“You were very good on the floor today,” said the baron to Thomas. “I’ve never seen anyone beat Henry.”

“Thank you, Baron,” said Thomas, “but if I hadn’t slipped, he’d have had me.”

“I know the feeling.” Goshawk smiled at Eileen, who smiled a smug smile back at him, “though I can’t claim my mistake was a slip.”

“That will teach you to underestimate me,” said Eileen.

“Indeed it will,” agreed the baron. “I will have to think of a way to make it up to you.”

“Fight me again.”

“I will,” promised the baron. He turned to Thomas. “Was it on the fencing floor that you met Lord Henry?”

“It was in an astronomy class,” said Thomas. “Three years ago. He was the only one smart enough to bring a warm flask to a very cold night of star-watching.” Thomas smiled. “I became attached to him at once.”

Baron Goshawk chuckled. “No doubt.”

The three dug into their food, and silence reigned at the table for a short while. The baron ate quickly, and had his finished before the other two were halfway. He looked down at the empty bowl with a slightly wistful expression, then rose. “I should go.” He looked at Eileen. “Will you be at practice tomorrow?”

“Aye,” said Eileen. “Will you?”

“I will. We can have a rematch.”

Eileen grinned. “I look forward to it.”

The baron bowed slightly, then walked away from the table. Eileen watched him until he went through the door into the corridor beyond. “What a flirt!”

Thomas’s eyebrows went up. “Really?”

“The first thing he said on our way back from the hall is that he much preferred me in a skirt. And that he’d have to arrange a time to see me in one again.”

Thomas remembered what Henry had said that morning. “Be careful with him.”

Eileen rolled her eyes. “I’m not stupid.”

“I know, I just meant...” Thomas realized there was nothing he could say that would sound right, and changed the subject. “Did something happen in the hallway yesterday, before dinner? I thought I heard you arguing with someone.”

Eileen didn’t say anything. When Thomas looked at her, her eyes were on the ground in front of her, and her face was red. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” said Eileen, “except the baron escorted me to the hall. You’re not jealous of him, are you?”

“No,” said Thomas. “I just...” Eileen’s expression told Thomas that talking further was not going to get him any more information. “Nothing.”

“Then let’s get out of here, shall we?”

Thomas shook his head. “Can’t. Henry’s sending me money. Did you want to go get changed while I wait?”

“No,” said Eileen, rather quickly. “I mean, who knows how long it will take?”

“True.” They ate the last of their porridge and sat in silence. Thomas reached over and took Eileen’s hand. She flinched at first, and Thomas nearly let her go, but Eileen clutched his hand tight in hers. Thomas waited for her to say something to explain, but she kept quiet. The silence became rapidly uncomfortable for Thomas, who knew there was something wrong but had no idea what it was. He was about to ask when a servant approached.

“From Lord Henry,” said the man, holding out a purse.

“Thank you,” said Thomas, taking the purse. “And pass my thanks on to him, if you would.” The servant bowed and left. Thomas and Eileen walked together back to the stairs to his tower. “Did you want to meet in the great hall?” 

Eileen hesitated a moment before answering. “Let’s meet at my room,” she said. “You’re always ready before me anyway.”

“Fine, I’ll meet you there.”

Thomas headed up the stairs at a fast clip, got himself inside the tower and opened the purse. Twenty-five silver—enough to pay for a large number of pub lunches and a fair number of books, if Thomas husbanded it carefully.

Thomas pulled on his winter clothes and rapier, then went to meet Eileen. She answered his knock by opening the door a crack and peering out before swinging the door wide. She was in her boys’ clothes, with the heavy winter coat and cloak over top. She was doing up her sword-belt.

“You’re going out as a boy?” Thomas asked.

“Aye,” said Eileen. She hesitated, then added, “after last night’s encounter, I thought it might be a good idea.”

“Sensible,” said Thomas.

“Did Henry give you enough money?”

“Enough to set up shop-keeping,” said Thomas.

“Then let’s go spend some,” said Eileen.

The day was just as cold as the one before. The clean white snow that had fallen the previous night was already dirty grey, save a few patches of brilliant white that threatened to blind them. The streets were as crowded as ever, and Thomas was glad he’d secreted the purse deep inside his clothes, where even the best pickpocket would have a hard time reaching it. Squinting in the bright, cold sunlight, Thomas led them into the city, starting with the bookstore they’d visited day before. There wasn’t anything new, but the owner assured Thomas that more would come in. “In fact,” he said, “given the lack of work, people will probably be trading books for food by the end of the winter.”

“Pleasant thought,” said Thomas as they stepped back out into the cold.

“The duke wouldn’t let his people starve,” said Eileen. Her eyes went to the refugees standing in the streets. “Would he?”

“I don’t think he has a choice,” said Thomas, keeping his voice low. “He can’t have enough supplies for everyone for the whole winter.”

“Will the supplies Henry is having brought in make a difference?”

“Some,” said Thomas. “Don’t know how much.” He picked a major street. “Come on.”

They spent the day working their way through the streets of the city’s merchant district. They found a pair of binderies, several stores that sold paper and notebooks, and a tavern that served one of the worst meals either of them had ever eaten. They did not, however, find a single book seller.

A cold wind had risen as the afternoon went on. It cut through Thomas’s cloak and coat. Beside him, Eileen was shivering, and her lips were tinged with blue. Thomas called the day’s search to a halt and headed back to the castle. Eileen, despite her obvious cold, hesitated.

“Don’t you want to go back?” asked Thomas.

“No,” said Eileen. She looked flustered then, and it took her a moment before she said, “there’s nothing to do there.”

Thomas grinned, feeling his cold skin stretching. “Come by my room and we’ll think of something.”

Eileen managed a ghost of a smile. “I don’t think so. George would have my head.”

“It’s never stopped us before.”

Eileen rolled her eyes. “We were never in another part of the country without any other family around, stuck in a castle with a bunch of noisy, lecherous lords before, either.”

Thomas stopped. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had any time alone together.”

“I know,” said Eileen. “I just don’t... I just don’t want to right now, all right?”

“All right,” said Thomas. “So what will you do?”

Eileen sighed. “I’ve got that book you bought me. I think I’ll see how far into it I get.”

They walked the rest of the way back to the castle in silence. Thomas escorted Eileen to her room and with no one watching, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. Eileen returned it hesitantly, and ended it sooner than he would have liked. “I’m still cold,” she said Eileen. “I’m going to curl up in bed and read. I’ll see you at dinner, all right?”

Thomas, feeling very much rejected and not at all sure why, could only say, “All right,” and watch her close the door on him. He stood there for a time, wondering if he should knock. He had no idea what he would say if she opened the door again, other than to ask if she was all right, and given how she’d been answering that question, he doubted it would do any good.

In the end, he went back to his tower. This time, sitting with the fire-rod in his lap, Thomas decided to try just meditating on the object. He stilled his breathing, cradled he object in his arms and tried to will his senses into the stone rod, the way he’d felt his senses become part of the clouds when he’d called in the snow. By the time the dinner bell rang, Thomas was very frustrated and no further ahead. He tossed the cold lump of stone onto his bed, locked the tower, and headed down the stairs.

Three of the young lords were waiting at the base of the steps. Thomas bowed slightly to them and tried to go past. The largest, predictably, stepped in his way. “I wanted to ask you something.”

“Yes?” said Thomas, schooling his voice to politeness.

“That little redhead. Is she betrothed to you?”

“We’re courting.”

“But not betrothed.”

“No,” said Thomas. “We are not betrothed.”

“Told you so,” said the big lord. “Girl like that wouldn’t be betrothed to the likes of him. Not when she has her chance at something better.”

Thomas didn’t say anything. The lord grinned at him. “Is it true what they say about redheads?”

Hitting him will not improve matters, Thomas told himself. And if I do, his friends will probably kill me.

“Now, that question displays a stunning lack of manners,” said Lord Richard from behind them. Henry’s eldest brother was standing in the hallway, frowning, his arms folded.

“We’re just trying to learn more about the girl,” said the first lord, “since Goshawk is all sweet on her.”

“Well, you won’t find out that way,” said Richard. “And I doubt Baron Goshawk is sweet on her.”

“Of course not,” said the second lord. He bowed to Thomas. “How silly of us to think so.” The three lords gave polite bows to Richard, mocking bows to Thomas, and headed down the hallway away from the great hall. Thomas took a couple of deep breaths, then thanked Richard.

“Think nothing of it,” Richard said, looking after the retreating trio. “They’ve been stuck inside too long. They’re looking for trouble wherever they can find it.” His eyes returned to Thomas. “Do your best not to be the trouble they find, will you?”

“Yes, Lord Richard.”

“Now, if you will excuse me.” Lord Richard bowed slightly to Thomas and followed the young lords down the hallway.

Thomas entered the dining room to the smell of roast chicken and fresh-baked bread. George and Eileen were already seated, along with most of the castle residents save the duke and his sons, who were all conspicuous in their absence. The young lords were all seated together, and the three Thomas had just faced were in the process of seating themselves. One caught sight of Thomas and said something to his companions. Their laughter, intentionally loud, rippled through the hall. Thomas ignored it and sat with George and Eileen. The chicken was warm and the bread fresh and Thomas, watching the lords elbowing and laughing with each other, felt a surprising lack of appetite.

“Excuse me,” said a page at George’s elbow. “A message for you.”

The page held out an elaborately folded note on very white paper with “Eileen & George Gobhann” written on it. George looked at it, as if baffled as to who would send him such a thing. He stared at it so long the page began to fidget. At last Eileen said, “Will you take it?”

George looked at the message again, then held up his hands, showing the soot from the forge on them. Eileen took the note instead.

“You’re a mess,” said Eileen. “Why didn’t you wash?”

“I did,” said George. “Twice. Sword-making is dirty work. Who is that from?”

“Give me a moment.” Eileen unfolded the note and read it over. “Well,” she said. Then after a pause, “Well.”

“Well what?” asked George.

Eileen held out the note to him, and Thomas leaned over to peer at it.

 

To: George and Eileen Gobhann,

It is my pleasure to invite you both, along with the escorts of your choice, to attend a small gathering in my rooms this evening one hour after dinner with other young members of the court. It is not a formal occasion, merely a chance to have an enjoyable and relaxing evening.

I have invited some musicians, and there will be games. I also have hopes that Lords Henry, Richard, or John may put in an appearance.

I would be most pleased if you attended.

With best regards,

Baron Reginald Goshawk

 

“Reginald?” said Thomas. “No wonder he knows how to fight so well.”

“Don’t be cruel,” said Eileen. “Do we have to go?”

George finished reading a moment later. “Never been invited to a nobleman’s party before.” He looked at Thomas. “You?”

“Not one at court,” said Thomas. “Most of the ones at the Academy were nice enough. And he did say it wasn’t formal.” Thomas looked to Eileen. “Might be a chance to meet some other people aside from Amelia.”

George frowned. “Why would he invite us?”

“Why would he come to practice?” asked Thomas. “Henry said Baron Goshawk was trying to court his favour. Inviting you to his party is probably part of that.”

“Then why didn’t he invite you?” George asked.

That, thought Thomas, is a very good question. “He did say with the escorts of your choice.”

“True,” said Eileen.

George shook his head. “I don’t know. Do we have to go?”

“Unless you can think of a good excuse not to,” said Thomas. He looked at Eileen, who was still pale and downcast. “It might be a nice time.”

“It might be,” Eileen said, though she didn’t look convinced.

“Plus there might be people there who aren’t the lords or Amelia Parks.”

“There might be girls there,” said George.

“There might be,” agreed Thomas, rolling his eyes.

“I wouldn’t mind talking to a girl,” said Eileen. “I’ve been in the company of boys for weeks.” She chewed her lower lip for a moment, then asked, “What do we wear?”

“The clothes Henry got for us in Hawksmouth should do,” said Thomas. “Do you still have your clothes from the first banquet, George?”

“Aye,” said George grumpily. “I do.”

“It’s just a party.”

“The parties I’ve been to were all at the pub or in a field drinking somewhere,” said George. “Never been to visit a baron in his rooms before.”

“Treat him like you would on the fencing floor,” said Thomas. “Polite, courteous, and when the time comes, beat the tar out of him.”

George’s eyes widened, then he snorted out a laugh. “I think I can manage that.”

“When should we go?” Eileen asked.

“Well,” said Thomas. “On a guess I’d say that, when the baron leaves, we should go get changed.”

“In that case,” said George, “I’m having another dish of supper.”

“In that case,” said Eileen, looking pointedly at his hands, “you should head for the baths. Thomas will get you if the baron leaves before you’re done.”

George looked down at his hands and then at the baron. Thomas was sure he saw shame flit through his friend’s features, but it vanished almost at once, replaced by a tightness in his jaw. “The Four forbid I look like a blacksmith,” he grumbled. But he rose and headed for the door.

“I’ll go with you,” said Eileen. “I should clean myself up, too.”

“What about me?” protested Thomas.

“You,” said Eileen, “get to keep an eye on him.” She pointed her chin in Baron Goshawk’s direction. “Come get us when he’s left.”

 Thomas watched them go and then, having nothing better to do, settled himself in to eat his dinner alone.

After a time, Baron Goshawk rose from his table, nodded to the men he’d been speaking with, and strode from the room. Thomas quickly finished his food and followed. He thought of following the baron back to his rooms, just so he’d know where they were. He thought better of it a moment later and called, “Baron!”

Goshawk turned on his heel, startled. “Ah, Thomas. Good evening.”

“Sorry to disturb, Baron,” said Thomas. “Eileen has asked me to be her escort to your party this evening—”

“Of course she has,” said the baron, smiling. 

“And with that in mind,” said Thomas. “Where are your rooms?”

The baron gave Thomas the directions. “Do come by in an hour or so. That will give me time to get things set up.” Thomas bowed politely and started down to the baths. He found George overflowing one of the larger soaking tubs, and a set of clean clothes laid out on a rack on the far side of the room. The room was one of the few warm places in the castle, and Thomas let the warmth soak into his body for a moment before finding a standing tub and stripping himself down for a scrub.

Despite Eileen’s misgivings, which he couldn’t quite figure out, he looked forward to taking her to the party. It was the first chance they’d had to go anywhere as a couple, outside of Elmvale. I’m sure it will all be fine, thought Thomas, as he poured water over his head. Once we get there, she’ll be fine.

He scrubbed himself clean, dried himself as best he could, and dressed. George had heaved himself out of the tub and was ready by the time Thomas was. Together they escorted Eileen back to her room from the women’s baths, then parted ways to dress for the evening. 

A short while later, Thomas stopped outside Eileen’s door, knocked, called her name, and was promptly told to wait. He sighed, leaned back against the wall, and waited.

It was the better part of half an hour before Eileen opened the door. The green dress looked just as pretty as it had at the banquet, and she still hadn’t been able to do anything with her hair. Thomas smiled. “You,” he said, “are beautiful.”

“You,” she said back, “are a flatterer.”

“I,” corrected Thomas, “am the luckiest man in the world, to have you to take to a party.”

Eileen smiled a bit at that, though she still looked pale. “Knock on George’s door. Tell him to hurry up or we’ll be late.”

“Of course,” said Thomas, who was himself surprised that George had not been out in the hallway pacing and grumbling at how slow his sister was. Thomas knocked. When George called “Come!” he stepped into the room. George was before the mirror, scowling. Thomas blinked a few times. “That’s different.”

“I came in and found this laid out on the bed. Probably from Henry.” He turned sideways, squinting at himself. “Does it look right?”

“Well,” said Thomas, “I’m no judge but I’d have to say it does.” The jacket and pants were made of felt and dyed such a deep red they looked almost black until the light shone on them. The cut of the jacket made George’s huge frame no less small, but the line of it made him straighter. Like Thomas’s outfit, George’s had proper breeches, boots, and a knee length jacket over a white shirt. The overall effect made him look at once more imposing and more genteel, as if a large nobleman had been stuffed into a blacksmith’s skin.

Or possibly a small bear into a curtain, thought Thomas. “Henry does know how to pick an outfit.”

“I look all right, then?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “Eileen! Come look!”

Eileen appeared in the doorway a moment later, and her jaw dropped. “Where did you get that?”

“Henry, I think.”

“By the Four!” Eileen came all the way into the room and circled her brother. “You actually look magnificent,” she said at last. “I’m stunned.”

George’s cheeks reddened. “You think so?”

“Aye,” said Eileen. “I do. Wear it to the next banquet. The girls will swoon.”

“The girls will think I’m trying to be something I’m not,” said George, though he hadn’t looked away from the mirror yet. “They’ll think I’m trying to be one of my betters.”

“They won’t care,” said Thomas. “Now come on. And don’t forget your cloaks. We have to go outside to get there.”

Baron Goshawk’s rooms were on the far end of the castle, and took up the top floor of one of the old outbuildings against what had once been the inner wall. Thomas followed the baron’s directions exactly and they found themselves outside, looking across a narrow courtyard at the baron’s rooms. The air was bitterly cold, and they wrapped their cloaks tight around themselves as they dashed across the courtyard and up the stairs. After a quick, hard knock, a servant opened the door and let them into a small anteroom with a single candelabrum that flickered violently in the cold wind that gusted in with them. The servant took and hung up their cloaks, then opened the inner door.

The baron had a large parlour whose many candles and paired fireplaces bathed the room in a warm yellow light. The room looked to run half the length of the building and was filled with chairs clustered together to provide little conversational groupings while still being open to the rest of the room. Two musicians played a gentle air on mandolin and violin from a spot between the fireplaces, while a group of ten or so young men and women sat in chairs nearby, looking on and listening. Several shot glances in the direction of the new arrivals, but none interrupted the music. The baron was sitting among them, his eyes closed as he let the music wash over him. On the other side of the room, a table was spread with food—though not, Thomas noticed, an abundance of it.

In another set of chairs, a half-dozen of the young lords lounged, drinks in their hands, talking desultorily amongst themselves. Eileen tensed at the sight of them. Thomas took a glance her way and saw her biting her lip. Another three girls sat with them, doing their best to look attentive and only occasionally casting wistful glances at the other young folk by the musicians.

The musicians drew their song to a close, and the people sitting around them gave a brief round of applause before rising and breaking up into groups. The baron rose, spotted Thomas and his friends, and immediately called to the group.

“Friends, these are Thomas Flarety and George and Eileen Gobhann, friends of Lord Henry’s from the South.”

“So, these are Lord Henry’s mysterious friends,” said one young man, smiling at them. “Any ideas what Henry’s up to tonight?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Thomas. “I haven’t seen him since before breakfast.”

“Well, I haven’t seen him in two months and he owes me money,” said another young man, coming up with a young woman leaning on his arm. “Winston, by the way. He’s Mark, and this is Cecily.”

“And may I present Alice, Lauren, Lisa and Elly,” said Baron Goshawk, pointing to each of the girls in turn. “And these young men are Peter, Jonathan, Gregory and Harold.” He turned, directing Thomas, George and Eileen to the young lords, who were still lounging in their chairs. “And these are Lords James, Charles, Anthony, Andrew, Cormac and Geoffrey.”

Thomas bowed politely to the lords, George doing the same, and Eileen staring at them with undisguised hostility while managing a curtsey. The lords were grinning at her. Eileen turned her attention away from them at once.

What is going on with her? Thomas wondered. And what have they been up to that she’s so angry at them?

“And may I present Miss Melissa, Miss Rosemary and Miss Leslie.”

Thomas bowed again. “Charmed.”

“Lady Melissa is Lord Anthony’s sister. Lady Rosemary is sister to Lord Edward, who couldn’t be here tonight, and so has been accompanied by Lady Leslie and escorted by Lord Charles.”

“And a good thing, too,” said Melissa, “If it hadn’t been for his escort and Lady Leslie’s company, we wouldn’t have been able to come at all.”

“And the evening would be duller for it,” said George, bowing.

“Oh, you!” said Melissa, smiling even as she waved him away.

“Good to meet you all at last,” said Winston, holding out a hand for Thomas to shake. “There’s rumours floating all around about you three.”

“Are there?”

“Oh, yes,” said Cecily, capturing Eileen’s arm. “Come let me introduce you to the other girls and you can tell us all which ones are true.”

Eileen looked uncertainly at Thomas, then swallowed and put on a smile. “Is Amelia among them?”

“Amelia? Not yet,” said Cecily, as she led Eileen away. “But she will be, I’m sure.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Eileen, but she allowed herself to be led away.

“Come get a drink,” said Winston. “Then you can tell us all about yourselves.” He took George’s arm and led him off towards a table laden with wine bottles. The big man went without protest, and Thomas heard Winston asking, “So how hard is being a smith?”

For the next little while the conversation was polite and light. Eileen was soon at the centre of the girls, many of whom had questions about Thomas and George—especially George. Thomas soon learned that the majority of the guests were the children of merchants, save Winston who turned out to be the son of a knight.

“But never mind that,” said Winston, smiling again. “The rank hasn’t done my father much good, so I tend to ignore it.”

Thomas found himself pulled into a conversation on the merits of fox fur instead of wolverine for lining cloaks. George looked quite uncomfortable for a while, until Cecily started asking him about Elmvale, at which point George became much more attentive and charming. 

Another gaggle of people arrived. Goshawk introduced them and Thomas tried to catch names, but there were close to a dozen of them and Thomas lost track. The music started again, and a drink was pressed into Thomas’s hand. He looked for Eileen and found that the girls still had her in their circle. Judging from the giggling and the surreptitious looks cast in the direction of the boys, Thomas decided he had no desire to be involved in the conversation. Besides, Eileen looked like she was having fun, and it had been a long time since Thomas had seen that. Surrendering to the press of people, Thomas joined in the nearest conversation and let the crowd swirl around him.

More people arrived and more drink flowed. The evening became livelier, and conversations ranged over dozens of topics, from the latest translation of a play Thomas had never heard of to the expense of good wine to rumours and speculation about the enemy outside the walls to the difficulty of finding a good cloak maker. The chairs were pushed aside and a small dance floor created. It was full at once, and it took Thomas three songs before he could even reach Eileen to capture her for a dance. She stayed with him a little while, then was swept away by another group of girls and young men. 

Baron Goshawk worked easily through the room, putting all those in attendance at ease. He stopped for a dance with Eileen, but only one, and walked her back to Thomas right after it was finished. He mixed easily with nobility and burghers alike, and was pleasant to everyone around him. Several of the young lords were following Baron Goshawk’s example and treating all those around them with courtesy. They got a fair number of dances and joined the little conversation groups that formed and broke apart.

The rest of the lords behaved exactly the opposite, and got worse as the evening wore on, pushing their way forward in lines for food, or shouting down the musicians when they played music they didn’t like. Baron Goshawk did his best to keep them in hand, but Thomas had seen it before and guessed it was only a matter of time before trouble broke out.

It did, just before midnight.

Thomas was sitting with a cup of wine in his hand, deep in a discussion with Harold and Elly about the Beudlean philosophers when Lord Cormac stepped in front of him. “So, is it true?”

Lord James and Lord Anthony took up positions on either side of Thomas’s chair. Harold looked offended and Elly looked ready to say something, but held her tongue. Cormac saw Thomas looking at them and glanced over his shoulder to Harold. “Something you were wanting?”

“We were discussing the Beudleans, Lord Cormac,” said Harold. “Thomas was making a point about the relation of their beliefs to the development of free thinking as opposed to logical thinking as the primary mode of their society and I—”

“I don’t care.” Cormac turned back to Thomas. “Is it true?”

“Is what true?” Thomas asked.

“That you’re a murderer,” said Lord Cormac, his voice louder than it needed to be. The guests immediately around them fell silent. Cormac nodded in satisfaction. Elly got up from her seat and walked away into the crowd. Harold stayed where he was, looking uncertain. Thomas started to rise from his chair, but Anthony and James pushed down on his shoulders. Cormac leaned down, putting his face in front of Thomas’s, keeping his voice loud. “I heard you murdered a southern bishop.”

“You heard wrong,” said Thomas. “I didn’t murder him.”

“Really?” said Cormac. “Because the story I heard is that you ran him through. Which makes you a murderer.” Cormac took Thomas’s drink from him and took a long pull from it. “Which leads me to ask: Why would Henry bring a criminal north?”

“I hear two men were killed bringing you north,” said Anthony, speaking just as loudly as Cormac. “Two knights died fighting off the raiders just so Henry could bring you here.”

Cormac leaned in close. “I heard that, too. So what makes you so important, Thomas?”

A space was clearing around the four of them, and even Harold was slipping back. Thomas tried to stand again and was once more shoved hard into his chair. He took a deep breath. “That is Lord Henry’s business,” he said. “And the duke’s.”

“Lord Cormac!” Amelia was suddenly beside the lord, her arm intertwining with his. “How are you this evening? And Thomas! What are you all talking about?”

“Amelia” said Cormac. “We were just asking Thomas here if he was a murderer.”

“Really?” said Lord John, stepping into the small circle. “And what has Thomas answered so far?”

“That he’s innocent, my Lord John,” said Lord Cormac. He glanced at Anthony and James and the weight pushing down on Thomas’s shoulders retreated. “That he didn’t kill the bishop at all.”

Thomas rose to his feet, keeping his eyes level and boring into Cormac’s. There was almost no distance between them. “I said I didn’t murder him,” said Thomas, “not that I didn’t kill him. Now if you will excuse me, I seem to need another drink.”

Thomas half-expected Cormac or one of the others to stop him, but none did. He made his way to the table with the wine, the crowd parting before him. Many glances were cast his way. Thomas ignored them and busied himself looking for a bottle. He poured himself a full measure from one on the corner of the table and raised it quickly to his lips to hide the trembling in his hands. The conversation in the room was gradually returning to normal levels.

“Thomas!” Amelia caught up to him and took his arm—not the one with the drink in it. “Is it true? Are you really a killer?”

The word shook Thomas to the core. He had never thought of himself as a killer, but he had been responsible for the deaths of more than a dozen men—from the standing stones, to the bishop, to the fight in the cold fields. Thomas sighed. “I really am.”

“Oh.” Amelia’s voice briefly lost its bright, gossipy edge. She was silent for a moment, then patted his arm. “They’re going to start dancing again, and you must dance with me. I insist on it.”

Thomas was not in the mood to dance and was looking for a polite way to say it when he heard a shout of “Hey!” and saw a commotion in the back of the room. Eileen pushed her way through the crowd, coming briefly into sight as she crossed the dance floor. She was crying. Thomas immediately put down his drink and moved to intercept her. He reached her just about at the door, catching her arm. “Eileen, what’s—”

Eileen whirled, knocking his arm away and bringing up a fist. She was furious, the tears on her face as much from rage as anything else. Thomas raised his hands and stepped back. “What happened?”

She turned away without answering and ran for the door. Thomas followed hard on her heels. “Eileen!”

He followed her into the front hall. Several couples were talking discreetly together in the relative quiet of the cold room. Near the front door, George was deep in conversation with Cecily. Eileen raced past him, shoving open the door and running out into the cold. Thomas chased after her, punching George on the shoulder on the way past, and caught her at the bottom of the stairs. “Eileen, wait! What happened?”

Eileen ignored him, running across the courtyard. Thomas grabbed her arm. “Eileen—”

She spun, hitting him. “Don’t touch me!”

“What happened?!”

“Nothing!”

“That’s not true.”

“Nothing that’s your business!”

“Eileen!” Thomas ran around in front of her, then sidestepped her to block her when she tried to go around him. “Eileen, please. Tell me what happened.”

“Get out of my way.”

“Eileen—”

“Move!” She shoved him aside and stomped past him to the side door that led to the keep proper. Thomas was torn between going after her and going back in to find out what exactly had happened. If Goshawk had been responsible... 

George stepped out into the cold. Thomas saw him bow over someone’s hand—Cecily’s, at a guess—then hurry down the stairs and across the courtyard. He had his own cloak on, and Thomas’s and Eileen’s in his hand. Thomas only realized he was freezing when he saw the cloak.

“What’s going on?” George demanded. “Where’s Eileen?”

“I don’t know what’s going on,” said Thomas, taking his cloak and wrapping himself in it. “Eileen’s furious at something and won’t tell me what.”

“Well, where is she?”

“She went inside.”

“Well, don’t just stand there,” said George. “Come on.”

There was no sign of Eileen in the hallway. George increased his step, walking faster and faster until he was nearly running. Thomas kept up, following George to the family wing. They caught sight of Eileen in the hallway outside of her rooms. Thomas called out to her and Eileen picked up her pace, running to her room and pushing open the door. Thomas broke into a sprint, but Eileen had slipped inside and slammed the door shut before he could reach her. Even as he tried the handle, he heard her slamming a bolt into place.

“Eileen. Eileen! What happened?”

“Go away!”

Thomas pounded at the door, but she didn’t say anything else. George came up, knocked, and called his sister’s name. She still didn’t answer.

“What’s going on?” George looked at once worried and angry. “What happened in there?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “Cormac, James, and Anthony were trying to start a fight with me at the time. Probably to distract me.” 

“I see.” George’s voice was a low rumble. “Maybe we should go back.”

“You can’t pick a fight with them,” said Thomas. “They’re nobles, remember?” He knocked at Eileen’s door again, not expecting an answer and not getting one. He stared at it in frustration, half tempted to ask George to kick it in. Instead, he took a deep breath. “See if she’ll talk to you,” said Thomas. “I’ll talk to Goshawk in the morning and find out what’s going on.”

“You think he had something to do with this?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “But I’m starting with him, and then I’m working my way through the rest of them.”
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Thomas was first at practice the next morning. He wanted to speak to Henry before going after Baron Goshawk. Nothing Henry said was going to change his mind, of course, but he wanted to give his friend fair warning.

To Thomas’s surprise, Baron Goshawk was next to arrive, looking tired and angry. Thomas gave the baron a long stare as the man crossed the room. The baron nodded to him. “Thomas. Good morning.”

“Not really.”

The baron stopped, both from Thomas’s words and the coldness in his tone. “Has something happened?”

“Something happened at your party last night,” said Thomas.

“Ah, yes. I heard about Lord Cormac’s behaviour. Please accept my apologies—”

“I don’t really care about that,” said Thomas. He was about to go on when Eileen and George made their appearance. Eileen’s lips were tight-pressed together and George looked frustrated. Thomas guessed he’d had no luck getting anything out of Eileen that morning.

“Eileen,” Baron Goshawk stepped forward. “You left in a great hurry last night.”

“I’m sorry, Baron,” said Eileen, her voice hard and brittle. “Please excuse me.”

“Amelia said you seemed quite distraught.”

“Amelia will say whatever gets her the most attention,” snapped Eileen. “Has Lord Henry arrived yet?”

“Not yet,” said Henry from the door. Sir Lawrence and Sir Patrick were right behind him. “But I have it on good authority that he’ll be here very, very soon. Good morning, Baron. You had quite the little party last night.”

“I did,” said Baron Goshawk.

“I heard that some of your guests were asking Thomas some rather pointed questions.”

Goshawk grimaced. “I see Amelia has made the rounds with her gossip.”

“She and a half-dozen others. What happened to your hand, Eileen?”

Thomas and everyone else looked to Eileen’s hands, which she immediately put behind her back.

“Eileen” rumbled George. “Show me your hand.”

“No.”

“Eileen—” began Thomas.

“I said no. Now, are we practising or are we going to stand here, staring like idiots?”

Thomas was about to suggest they do the latter until Eileen offered up some answers, but Henry spoke first. “We’re going to practice. My turn to lead, I think. Weapons down.”

Henry ran them through the room, up and down the ladders and bars. Henry pushed chairs into the room, making people jump over them like an obstacle course, until they were all sweating and several of them had bruised shins. Eileen ran right behind Henry, throwing herself up the ladders and over the chairs. Thomas caught sight of her right hand halfway up one ladder. The knuckles were bruised and looked swollen. Eileen saw him looking and glared. Thomas kept his mouth shut and kept running.

After half an hour, Henry called them in. George and the baron were gasping. Eileen looked like she wanted to do the same, but refused to let herself. The two knights were puffing as well, and looking rather chagrined. Henry smiled at them all. “Right, drills or matches first?”

“Matches,” said Baron Goshawk. “And I claim Eileen for my partner.”

“Looking for revenge?” asked Eileen, picking up her rapier and going to the box for a button.

“For a wager.” The baron picked up his own blade and a button to put on it. 

Eileen stopped in the middle of shrugging into her jacket. “A wager?”

“A wager,” said the baron. “You win, and I will give you and the friends of your choice a private dinner in my suite. Wine and musicians included.”

“Me and the friends of my choice?”

“And only the friends of your choice,” said the baron. “No other guests.”

“My brother could eat your entire larder in one go,” said Eileen. “What if I invite him and all of Henry’s knights?”

“Then you will beggar me,” said Goshawk. “Assuming I lose.”

“I know you’ll lose,” said Eileen.

“Then you’ll take the wager.”

“Wait!” said Thomas. “What happens if she loses?”

“She answers a question,” said the baron. “Honestly. With witnesses if you like, in private if you wish, but you answer.”

“What question?” asked Eileen.

“Well, that’s for me to know, isn’t it?” Baron Goshawk shrugged into his jacket. “Unless you’re scared of me?”

Eileen’s jaw clenched. “Rapiers and daggers.”

The baron smiled. “As you like.”

They finished putting on their gear, and the baron allowed Eileen to precede him onto the fencing floor. Eileen took up her position and put on her mask. “Come on, then.”

“Of course.” Baron Goshawk bowed and took his time putting his mask on.

“Right,” said Henry. “On guard.”

They both dropped into guard positions, blades reaching out until the tips crossed.

“Begin,” said Henry.

Eileen launched herself at the baron, both blades flashing out. The baron answered at speed, and immediately gave the first wound to Eileen. Henry called it to a halt and Eileen went back to her mark.

“She’s fighting angry,” said Sir Patrick. “Not a good thing.”

“Not at all,” agreed Thomas, watching them drop into guard once more.

This time, the baron was the one who pounced, immediately driving Eileen back. She dodged sideways and countered. It failed and the baron scored another hit. Eileen swore and stomped back to her place.

“Cool off!” called George. “You can take him.”

“You just want the dinner,” said Henry.

“Aye,” said George. “So cool off!”

Eileen dropped into guard and charged once more.

This exchange was longer. The baron was the better of the two, but he was taking his time, leaving no openings. He very obviously wanted to win the fight, and was allowing no room for error. Eileen was using her anger to good purpose, attacking viciously. Goshawk parried each one and scored a hit on Eileen’s leg.

Eileen pulled off her mask. “Stop it, will you?”

“Stop what?” said the baron, through his own mask. “Hitting you?”

“Stop playing with me,” snapped Eileen. “You want to fight me, fight. Don’t pussy-foot around.”

“I am fighting,” said the baron. “In fact, I’m winning.”

Eileen’s reply was succinct, and brought the baron’s eyebrows up. She pulled down her mask and assumed her guard. “Come on!”

The baron sank into his guard position and Eileen charged, her blade lashing out at his face, forcing him into a quick retreat. She kept pressing, and Goshawk spun to avoid being driven off the floor.

On the sidelines, Thomas felt his heart try to crawl into his throat. Goshawk was fighting harder now, driving Eileen back as fiercely as she had been driving him the moment before. Thomas desperately wanted to jump onto the floor and stop the match. Eileen would never forgive him, he knew, and from the way the baron was moving, neither would he.

“Look at the fool!” crowed a voice from the door. “He’s fighting the girl!”

Thomas turned and found a score of young nobles crowding into the hall. Thomas identified Cormac, Anthony, James and Charles, all clothed as they had been the night before. The others, he didn’t recognize. 

“Get her, Goshawk!”

“Five silvers on the girl!”

“She looks to be your match, Goshawk!”

They all were grinning, save one that was sporting impressively bruised eyes and what looked to be a broken nose. They were also all wearing swords.

“Gentlemen,” Thomas heard Henry say, though he didn’t take his eyes off the match. “What brings you—”

Eileen, turning to avoid an attack, looked past Thomas’s shoulder to the men advancing behind him. She faltered, missing a step and not quite driving her point fast enough toward Goshawk. The baron’s response was brutal. A twist of his wrist knocked her blade up and his button-covered tip drove underneath it, slamming into the centre of her chest and, with her balance already off, knocking her backwards to the ground. Eileen hit hard on her back, crying out in pain and anger.

“Brilliant hit!” shouted James. “Knocked her over!”

Thomas, torn between hitting James, running to Eileen, and keeping the fencing floor sacrosanct, hesitated long enough for the baron to strip off his mask and say, “Are you all right?”

“Course she is!” called another of the lords.

Suddenly all twenty of them pushed forward, forcing Thomas back as they crowded around the fencing floor, filling the air with the stench of alcohol-laden breath and sweat. George started forward, then hesitated, knowing the lords’ rank protected them from anything he could say or do.

“Gentlemen—” called Henry again.

Cormac’s voice overrode him. “What was the wager, Goshawk?”

“Yeah, what did you win?”

“A dance?”

“A kiss?”

“Her virtue?”

“If she has any.”

“When you’re done, could I win some of it, too?”

Henry’s hand closed around Thomas’s wrist before Thomas could grab his sword. Sir Patrick and Sir Lawrence had George’s arms, and Patrick was saying something into his ear. George was radiating anger, but held his ground. Eileen had pushed herself into a sitting position and shoved the mask off her head. “Don’t,” Henry warned Thomas, keeping a tight grip on his sword-wrist.

Goshawk offered a hand to Eileen and she slapped it away with the back of her dagger-filled hand, struggling to her feet by herself. The lords laughed and crowded forward. Lord Cormac stepped onto the fencing floor. “Well, Goshawk?”

“Whatever wager I had is none of your concern,” said Goshawk, stepping forward to intercept Cormac. “Nor is it appropriate for you to be on the fencing floor.”

“Told you there was a wager!” called Cormac over his shoulder. “No man would fight a girl otherwise. And the match is over, Goshawk. Unless the girl isn’t sporting enough to acknowledge the hit. Tell us, Eileen, are you a sporting girl?”

Eileen turned dark red but held her tongue. Cormac turned back to Goshawk. “Now come on, what did you win? And have you left her in any shape to pay a forfeit?”

Charles stepped onto the floor behind Cormac. “She certainly looks fit. Especially in those breeches.”

“Get away from me.” The words ground out of Eileen’s throat.

“Or what?”

The man with the broken nose stepped onto the fencing floor. “Maybe I should try her blade instead of her hands,” he said. “What do I get if I win, little girl?”

Eileen stripped the buttons from her rapier and dagger with a quick motion. “I said I would cut you two into ribbons the next time I saw you.”

“And why did she say that, Charles?” asked Henry, his voice loud enough to carry through the room. “Ethan?”

“Not your concern,” said the lord with the black eyes—Ethan.

“Ten on the girl,” called another of the nobles.

“It’s my concern,” said Thomas, throwing off Henry’s hand and stepping forward. “What did you do to Eileen?”

“Stay out of it, Thomas,” snapped Eileen. She raised her rapier and pointed it at Ethan’s chest. “Get out of here.”

“No,” said Ethan. 

Goshawk stepped past Cormac and faced Ethan. “I think you forget yourself, Lord Ethan.”

“And I think the wench forgets herself, Baron Goshawk.” sneered Ethan. “Now, what was the wager?”

“The wager was, if I win, Eileen would tell me what happened to make her run from my party in tears,” said Baron Goshawk. “And from the shape of your nose, Ethan, I think I have the answer.”

“Eileen is as free with her fists as she is with her favours,” said Charles, stepping onto the fencing floor. “And I’m sure she’ll show you both.”

Eileen stepped forward. “Don’t you speak of me like that!”

“I have blades, too, this time,” said Charles, grasping the hilt of his rapier. Enough of his sleeve pulled away that Thomas could see a bandage underneath. “Tell me, if I win the fight do I get my choice of your favours? Or do I have to wait in line like the rest?”

Thomas tore himself from Henry’s grasp. Behind him, he heard George shoving Sir Lawrence away and following. Eileen raised her rapier, but before she could act, Goshawk stepped forward and slapped Charles across the face.

“Foul!” called Ethan, stepping forward and drawing his own blade. Three other nobles charged onto the floor, pulling weapons. Three more shouted at them to stop and grabbed at them. 

“Swords down!” shouted Henry. “Swords down, now!”

 Charles, pulling his rapier from its scabbard, dodged past Goshawk and charged Eileen. Anthony and Cormac closed in on her as well. A shout rose up from the gathered young men and more of them ran onto the fencing floor—some to join in the fight; others to stop it. Men began grappling and soon fists started flying and blades were being drawn.

Thomas tried to force his way through the crowd to Eileen and ended up on the receiving end of a fist meant for someone else. He stumbled back, running into another young man, who turned on him at once. Thomas evaded the other’s attack and hit back hard, feeling the other man’s nose break under his fist.

Eileen was being driven back by the three lords, their blades probing forward and keeping her on the defensive. Thomas was shoving his way toward her, pulling out his own blades, when George’s bellow shook the room. The big smith waded through the crowd of brawling young men, swinging a stick he’d picked up from a weapon rack and heading for his sister. Bodies scattered as he bulled his way forward, and shouts of rage and pain followed him across the floor.

A pair of young lords stepped in front of Thomas, blades out. He disarmed the first with a flick of the wrist, parried an attack from the second, then stepped forward and drove his boot into the man’s groin.

Then George was there, knocking them aside with a single stroke of his stick and charging on Eileen’s attackers. He swung at them with a brutal force that took away any chance for finesse. The first blow landed on Cormac’s wrist with a loud crack, making him scream and drop his sword. The second blow knocked the sword from Anthony’s hand, and the fist that followed it landed dead in the middle of the lord’s face, sending him flying backwards.

Thomas stepped into the opening toward Eileen. She had gone white. Her hands were shaking and her blade was dripping with blood. Charles lay stretched out on the ground at her feet, his shirt soaked with red. 

“Bastards!” The shout made Thomas turn, and he saw close to a dozen young lords reaching for weapons. He stepped up beside George, his own blades out and waiting.

“Enough!” shouted Baron Goshawk, coming beside them with his own blade in his hand. “That’s enough!”

“It is not!” shouted James, who was picking himself off the ground. “That lummox flattened Anthony!”

“He broke my arm!” cried Lord Cormac from the ground.

“Charles is dead!”

The young men surged forward. Thomas and Goshawk raised their blades, and Eileen stepped up beside them, her own swords raised, her face deathly white.

“Stop!” Henry shouted, his voice carrying through the room. A crash of metal on metal followed, then another and another. Henry and the three knights, each with a battle sword in one hand and a shield in the other, stepped between the two groups, smashing the pommels of their swords against the shields. They formed a line, facing the lords.

Henry raised his blade and the knights ceased the noise. “The next one who raises a hand or weapon is banished from the court!” shouted Henry. “Or dead, if they raise it against me!” He spun to George. “And I mean anyone!”

George looked defiant, but didn’t move. Thomas held his ground. Henry turned his glare on the crowd of young men. Several glared back, but none of them moved forward. Henry waited. At last one of the young lords sheathed his blades. Others did the same. Goshawk sheathed his own blades a moment later. Thomas kept his out, staring at the crowd.

“Thomas,” said Henry, the warning clear in his voice.

Thomas stared at the lords a moment longer, then sheathed his blades and turned to Eileen. Eileen looked around the room at the lords, at George and Baron Goshawk, then down at Charles’s body.

“Eileen,” Henry’s voice was quieter, but the warning was still there. “Put the blades away.”

Eileen stared at Charles a moment longer, then turned and ran from the room, her blades pointing in front of her. The lords scattered out of the way. Lord John, still at the door, stepped aside and let her run out.

“Is Charles still breathing?” asked Henry.

Goshawk knelt down and checked. “Aye.”

“Then get him some help.” He pointed at two of the lords. “You two, go now.”

Two lords ran from the room. Thomas looked over the crowd and sought out Ethan, looking at the other’s broken nose. “Eileen did that last night, didn’t she?”

Ethan glared at him but didn’t say anything.

“I’m going after Eileen,” said Thomas. “I’m going to find out what’s been going on. And then I’m going to decide whether or not to kill you.”

Without waiting for a response, Thomas ran for the door. He could hear mutters as he went and felt the lords’ eyes on him. Thomas raced through the corridors that led to the family wing and Eileen’s room. He nearly got turned around once, but managed to find his way there and started banging on her door. There was no answer. He knocked harder, knuckles hurting from the force of the blows.

“She’s not there,” said Amelia, behind him.

Thomas banged on the door again.

“She isn’t there,” said Amelia, coming closer. “She came by just a few moments ago, looking very upset.” She shook her head. “I had heard there was some sort of commotion in the old great hall. I was on my way there when I saw Eileen running toward me, dressed as a boy and with a sword in her hand, too. I tried to ask her what was going on but she didn’t even stop. And I know I’m not supposed to be in here but I thought she might hurt herself with that sword, so I kept following. Then I saw the blood on the blade and got scared, so I stopped.” She looked bewildered, her eyes wide and her cheeks flushed. “Does she really know how to use that sword?”

“Yes,” said Thomas, thinking of Charles’s shallow breathing and the blood that pooled around him. “Which way did she go?”

“Through the hall, there,” said Amelia, pointing. “I’ll go with you.”

“Don’t,” said Thomas, moving in the direction of her pointing finger. 

“Are you sure?” Amelia called after him. “I mean, sometimes speaking to another woman can do a world of good.”

Not if it’s you. Thomas kept moving.

The hallway led past four doors and a flight of stairs before turning into the passage that led to the great hall. Thomas looked down both sides, trying to guess. He spotted the door to the library and went there first. It was empty. He tried the other doors and found only empty rooms.

Guessing Eileen would not have gone to the great hall, he took the stairs two steps at a time, following them all the way up. The door at the top was open, and the freezing air chilled Thomas even before he stepped out onto the battlements of the inner castle. The wind immediately caught his sweat-dampened shirt and plastered it against his body. The cold was terrible; the sweat on his body turned to ice in the frigid air. He saw no one, but a look down showed fresh footprints in the snow. He followed them, walking half the length of the roof before he spotted her.

Eileen was curled tight into a ball against one of the chimneys, her arms wrapped around her knees and her face buried against them. Her sword and dagger were still in her hands. Thomas stopped a few paces away, watching as her body shook. He waited a bit, then called, “Hey, there.”

Eileen didn’t move. He called again. “Eileen.”

“Go away.”

“I can’t,” said Thomas. “Not while you’re out here.”

“I want to be alone.”

“It’s too cold. You’ll freeze.”

“I don’t care!”

“I know.” Thomas took a step closer. “But I do. I’ll leave you alone if you’ll come inside.”

“They hate me in there.”

“They don’t hate you.”

“They do!” Eileen shouted, her head coming up. Frozen and half-frozen tears streaked her face. “They hate me! They snigger at me when I go by! They come after me in the hallways and taunt me and try to touch me and that bastard, Charles—” she cut herself off and bit her lip.

“What did he do?”

Eileen swiped angrily at her face, leaving cracked lines of ice and smeared near-frozen tears across her cheeks, and looked away.

“Eileen,” Thomas asked as gently as he could, “what did he do?”

“What does it matter?” she shouted. “He’s dead!” She drove her head backwards against the chimney, hard. She winced, then did it again. “I killed him!”

“He’s not dead!”

Eileen slammed her head back a third time.

“Stop it!” Thomas went to her, catching at her shoulder. She pushed him away hard and rose to her feet, her sword coming up. “Get away from me!”

Thomas skated back four quick steps, out of the range of the blade. “Eileen!”

“Don’t touch me!” There was anger and panic and hatred in her voice. “I don’t want to be touched!” She shoved herself back against the chimney. “I’m sick of people touching me! I’m sick of fighting people and I’m sick of this place!” She slammed her head back again.

“Stop it!” Thomas shouted. “Stop it! I’ll kill him if you want! I’ll kill them all, just stop it!”

“No!” Eileen screamed. “I don’t want any more killing! Gods!” She slammed her head back once more and left it there. Tears flowed down her face. When she spoke again, she sounded as if something had broken inside of her. “I never wanted to kill anyone, Thomas.”

Thomas stayed where he was, waiting helplessly. The wind grew stronger, pulling the last warmth from Thomas’s body and plucking at Eileen’s shirt. Thomas could feel his feet starting to freeze in the snow.

“They’d stop me in the hallways,” she said at last, grief and shame in her voice. “Asking me questions about you and about what we were doing here and who my betrothed was and when they found out I wasn’t betrothed they started following me. Coming after me whenever you and George weren’t there. And I pushed them away and I threatened them and they laughed and said there wasn’t anything I could do. Then last night, Charles and Ethan forced me into a back room and wouldn’t let me leave and when Ethan suggested I could give them my favours for my passage I broke his nose and kicked him. And I cut Charles.”

“Cut him?” repeated Thomas in surprise.

“His arm.” Eileen pushed up her sleeve, showed the small knife sheathed and strapped to her forearm. “I’ve been carrying it since I ran away from home. George made it for my birthday when I was ten and I thought if something was to happen it would be good to have a secret, so...” she sniffed back tears. “I thought I’d be safe here but they started coming after me and I was scared to be alone without it and when Charles reached for me I cut him open and ran from the room...” She gulped air, hard and fast, forcing the breaths in so she could speak. “When Ethan and Charles had me in that room all I could think of was Ailbe’s porch and that bastard with his knife at my throat and his hand in my dress and...” She sank to the ground crying, her head still against the chimney, her face turned up and her eyes seeking the grey sky above. “Oh, Thomas, I killed him.”

“He’s not dead,” said Thomas. “Not yet.” He looked at the sword and dagger still in her hands. “Eileen, can you put away the blades?”

Eileen looked at the rapier gripped tightly in her bruised hand, then let it and the dagger slip from her fingers to the walkway. Thomas picked them up both up in one hand, then gently held out the other to Eileen. “Come on.”

“I can’t.” Eileen didn’t look at him. “I can’t go back there.”

“We don’t have to go back there,” said Thomas. “We’ll go to my tower. No one will bother you there.”

Eileen stayed where she was, tears streaming down her face.

“Eileen, we’re going to freeze.” He reached out his hand a bit further. “Please?”

Eileen looked up at his hand, but didn’t take it. Instead she slowly pushed herself to her feet on her own. She took a pair of steps forward and then stumbled, clutching at the back of her head. “Oh, ow.”

Thomas caught her arm and held her up. She tried to pull away from his touch, but she stumbled against the battlements and nearly fell over. Thomas caught her arm again and began steering her toward the door. She put a hand to the back of her head. It came away speckled with red. “I’m bleeding.”

“I see,” said Thomas. “I’m just surprised it isn’t broken.”

“Proof George isn’t the only one in the family with a thick skull,” She leaned forward again, clutching at the back of her head. “By the Four, it hurts.”

Thomas held tightly to her arm. “Do you need help standing?”

“I think I do,” said Eileen, her voice small. “I’m cold, too.”

“We’ll get warm,” Thomas promised. “We’ll get inside and get you fixed up.”

“Go slowly, all right?”

Thomas spotted a page on the way through the castle and sent word to Henry. Once they were in the tower, Thomas wrapped Eileen in a blanket, put her in a chair before the fireplace and quickly got a blaze burning. Eileen pulled the blanket tightly around her and sat, shivering and silent. Thomas gently moved the hair on the back of her head. She had scraped herself, but none of the cuts were deep. He filled the washbasin and used a cloth to clean them. “They’re not bad,” he said. “Once I clean them they should stop bleeding pretty quickly.”

Eileen didn’t answer, so Thomas bent to the work, cleaning the scrapes as gently and thoroughly as he could. When he was done, he brought the other chair up even with Eileen’s and sat beside her, not saying anything. His stomach was rumbling, and he started to think about finding someone to go to the kitchen and fetch them some breakfast when George arrived, a pitcher with a stir-stick in it in one hand, and a basket with mugs, two small pots with honey and butter, a loaf of bread, and a wedge of cheese in the other.

“Sorry I took so long,” he said. “I was with Henry.” He put the pots on Thomas’s desk, then set the loaf of bread in front of the fireplace grate to warm and the pitcher inside the fireplace on the edge of the fire itself. In a short time, the smell of mulled wine filled the room.

“Where was she?” George asked Thomas.

“Battlements,” said Thomas. “Apparently the lords have been pestering her since we got here. Last night while you were talking to that girl and Cormac was trying to interrogate me, a pair of them got her alone.”

“Oh.” George went white. “Oh, no.”

“That’s how Ethan got the broken nose,” said Thomas. “And apparently she cut open one of Charles’s arms, too.” He glanced at Eileen, huddled in the blankets; pulling them tight to her body as if she could make herself disappear in them. “How is Charles doing?”

“Still alive when I left. Not looking good, though.” George swore. “I promised Henry I’d stay here until he came, but after that I’m finding Ethan and—”

“No,” Eileen said. Both men turned to her. She was still staring at the fire, not looking at them. “You can’t. They’ll hang you if you start a fight.”

Thomas realized what had been going on. “That’s why you didn’t tell us anything. You were afraid we’d start a fight and get in trouble.”

Eileen still didn’t look at them, but nodded. George looked ready to argue the point but held his tongue. Instead, he sat by the fire until the wine had heated, then borrowed Thomas’s cloak to wrap around his hand and pull the pitcher out. He poured cups for them all, forcing one into Eileen’s hand. George cut a slice of bread, buttered and honeyed it, and passed it to Eileen, who took it without argument. He cut another slice for himself and added a piece of cheese to it. “How much longer are we going to be stuck here, Thomas?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas.

“Because if something like this happens again—”

“I know.” It suddenly occurred to Thomas that, if someone knew why he was here and didn’t want him to be, getting him killed in a duel over Eileen would be the perfect way to be rid of him. He didn’t share the thought. “It’s over now. Henry will see to it.”

“Henry would have seen to it from the beginning, if you’d told him, Eileen,” said George. “Or I would have.”

“You would have hit someone and gotten yourself flogged or hung,” said Eileen, without looking at them. “The lords can do whatever they like to commoners, and they told me they’d see you hanged if you tried anything.”

George turned a darker shade of red, but a knock at the door stopped any reply he might have made. Henry was on the other side with Sir Patrick and Sir Lawrence right behind him. Henry went to Eileen at once. “Are you all right?”

Eileen shrugged.

“Baron Goshawk sends his most sincere apologies, and begs the opportunity to speak to you in the presence of the guardian of your choice.”

Eileen looked into the fire. “It wasn’t his fault. He doesn’t have to apologize.”

“He apologizes nonetheless, and would like to speak to you,” said Henry. “But you can take your time about it.”

“How is Charles?” asked George.

“Unwell,” said Henry. “Eileen was spot on target.”

Eileen bit her lip and looked back into the fire. Henry watched her a moment, then turned his attention to Thomas and George. “You realize everything has changed now.”

“Changed how?” demanded George. “Are you having Charles and Ethan thrown out?”

“Not that simple,” said Henry. “Their fathers are barons in the west, near the mountains. When spring comes, we’ll need their troops. We can’t just throw them out of court.”

“They attacked Eileen!” George snapped, furious. “They’ve been at her since we got here!”

“They have?” Henry’s eyebrows went up. “I didn’t know that.”

“Neither did we,” George spared a glare at his sister, “until now. Seems they’ve been chasing her in the hallways.”

“Not chasing,” corrected Thomas. “Cornering.”

“Ah.” Henry’s brow contracted and something flashed in his eyes. “Not acceptable.”

“Not at all,” said George. “I’ve a good mind to give Ethan everything that Eileen gave Charles.”

“Don’t!” shouted Eileen, suddenly rising from her chair. “No more fighting!”

“There didn’t need to be any fighting in the first place!” snapped George. “You could have told me and we could have told Henry and it would have been solved. Instead, you kept your mouth shut and they kept pushing and I’ll be damned if I’m letting him get away with it!”

“Leave him alone!”

“He tried to rape you!”

“I don’t care! Leave him alone!”

“Why in the name of the Four—”

“Because I don’t want his blood on my hands!”

“It won’t be on yours!”

“It will!”

“George!” Henry stepped in front the big man. “Leave it alone.”

George rounded on him. “I don’t want to leave it alone!”

“Leave it alone,” repeated Henry. “I will sort this. You will leave it alone. Understand?”

George took a deep breath to argue, then shut his lips hard and turned away.

“Good,” Henry said. “Besides, you will be too busy to deal with Ethan or anyone else for a while.”

“Then who keeps them away from Eileen,” asked Thomas. “You?”

“Eileen will not be going anywhere without escort from now on,” said Henry.

Eileen turned on Henry. “I can’t go anywhere alone? I’m punished because of what they did?”

“No,” said Henry. “Because of what I did.”

Thomas was suddenly wary. “And what did you do?”

“A commoner striking a noble is a flogging offence, no matter the circumstances,” said Henry, looking at George. “And if serious damage is done, it becomes a hanging offence.”

“That’s a stupid law,” George said.

“Aye, maybe,” said Henry. “But it’s still the law, and while a case could be made for self-defence for Eileen, we couldn’t make the same case for you.”

George was turning red with anger. Thomas felt the same rage boiling in him. “Do you know what Ethan and Charles did last night?”

“No,” said Henry. “But whatever it was, it won’t happen again. You don’t assault the sister of a knight and not face consequences.”

“Knight?” George’s voice rose. “I’m a blacksmith!”

“You were a blacksmith,” said Henry. “You were knighted yesterday. The Order of the White Wolf, my personal bodyguards.”

“WHAT?!”

“By order of my father,” said Henry, “You are hereby knighted into the house of the duke of Frostmire, in the Order of the White Wolf, which is the order that answers to his youngest son.”

George had turned white. “I’m no knight. You have to be born to that!”

“No, you don’t,” said Sir Patrick. “Knighthood can be granted for service. My father was a merchant like Thomas’s. I got my knighthood fighting against the northern tribes. Saved Lord Henry’s life.”

“But—”

“Stop arguing, George,” said Henry. “Tomorrow you begin training with Sir Patrick. No more time at the forge.”

“But...” George looked lost. “But I like working at the forge.”

“First rule of the court: It’s not about doing what you like.” Henry looked at Eileen. “You are now a minor member of the nobility. You no longer go anywhere alone. What a man may do or say to one woman, they will not say to two or three.”

“And who gets to spend all their time walking around with me? Amelia?” demanded Eileen. “It better not be Amelia.”

“Actually,” said Sir Patrick. “I’ve been wanting to give Rose more time at court.”

“And what better way for her than as a lady-in-waiting for Eileen?” said Henry. “And since you are both underage, I will assign a matron to keep an eye on the pair of you.”

“A lady-in-waiting?” repeated Eileen. “I don’t want a lady-in-waiting. And I don’t want a matron, either.”

“It isn’t about want,” said Henry. “It’s about appearances.” He turned back to George. “If someone insults your honour or the honour of your sister, you can take offence against them, and formally challenge them. I wouldn’t advise it. Most of them are rather good with swords when they are sober, and the challenged gets choice of weapons. Of course, most of them won’t go against you just based on size and your performance this morning.” Henry held out a hand to Lawrence, who passed him a scroll. “The notice of your knighthood, dated yesterday, signed by my father,” said Henry, handing it to George. “As a sign of my deep respect for you, I decided to pen the notice myself. Keep it.”

George took the scroll and opened it, examining the gold wax seal at the bottom and reading slowly through the words. Eileen spoke up. “What about Thomas? Did you make him a knight?”

“He doesn’t need to,” said Thomas. “I’m a student at the Royal Academy. I answer to the king’s laws, not the laws of the duchy.”

“A fact of which the lords were made aware before he came here,” said Henry. “I also informed my father of it, as well as the circumstances of events this morning.”

“He must have been thrilled,” said Thomas.

“To say he was not pleased is something of an understatement,” said Henry. “And he has a message for you.”

“Which is?”

“Being a student doesn’t make you exempt from a challenge. Or a knife in the back.”

“Well, thank the Four I didn’t already have enough to worry about,” muttered Thomas.

Henry ignored him. “Eileen, Rose will be joining you this afternoon. I’ll send her and the matron here, as soon as I find one. Because you are the relative of a knight, not the spouse, you have no titles of your own. The correct address for you is Miss. Same for Rose. Sir George, please follow Sir Patrick, he will begin instructing you in the responsibilities of your new station. Now.”

George almost protested again, but his eyes went to Eileen first. She pulled the blanket around herself again and sat in the chair, staring at the fire. George bit his lip, then slumped and followed Sir Patrick out the door.

Henry went to Eileen. “Whatever’s happened, I’m sorry. And believe me when I say it will not happen again.” Eileen didn’t look at him, didn’t answer.

Henry sighed. “Take care of her, Thomas.”

“Aye.”

Henry nodded and left, Sir Lawrence on his heels. Thomas locked the door behind them and sat down. He reached for Eileen’s hand but she pulled it away. Thomas, not sure what to do, could only sit and wait. 
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Rose’s knock came two hours later, breaking a silence that had lasted since Henry left. Thomas had tried to talk to Eileen a half-dozen times, but she said nothing in return. He saw tears in her eyes more than once, and had tried once more to touch her hand, but she pulled away from him.

What will it do to her if Charles dies? thought Thomas. What will happen to all of us? 

He sat and stared at the fire, wondering just how far the young lords would go to avenge the deaths of one of their own. Henry’s warning about a knife in the back resonated in his head.

It can’t be allowed to happen, Thomas decided. 

By the time Rose knocked at the door, Thomas had something of a plan. He opened the door for her, and Rose immediately blushed and looked at her feet. The woman behind her did neither. She was so thin as to be almost emaciated, though she showed no sign of being starved. Instead, she looked to be one of those people who lose flesh rather than gain it as they age. Her features were sharp and pointed, save her nose, which was rather like a hawk’s. Her eyes were sharp and had a look strong enough to bore through Thomas. He was immediately wary of her and realized a moment later that this was a good thing.

Thomas bowed and stepped aside. “Come in, Miss Rose. I do not believe I have met your companion.”

“Hello... Thomas,” Rose blushed saying his name, but managed a respectable curtsey. “This is Lady Prellham, who will be serving as matron to Eileen.”

“Welcome, Lady Prellham,” said Thomas. “There is some mulled wine left if either of you would like to partake.”

“No, thank you,” said Lady Prellham. She looked at Rose. “Well, go in child. Being in a man’s room does no harm if you are escorted.”

Rose immediately went to Eileen and sank into a deep curtsey. “Miss Eileen, my father asks that you do our family the great favour of taking myself to be your handmaid, that I may learn more of the ways of court.”

Eileen stared at Rose. Lady Prellham watched a moment, then said, “Answer, girl. Don’t just sit there.”

Eileen’s eyes went over to the woman, and from the expression on Eileen’s face, Thomas expected her to tear a strip off Lady Prellham. The matron stared back at Eileen, impassive. Eileen swallowed whatever it was she was going to say, and instead turned back to Rose. “You probably know more about court ways than I do. But, thanks.”

“She is not totally ignorant,” said Lady Prellham, coming into the middle of the room. “And in those areas in which she is not properly educated, my knowledge will be sufficient for both of you.” She looked at Eileen, wrapped in her blanket. “Do stand up, girl.”

Eileen did as she was told, keeping the blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her face looked bruised from all her crying, and Thomas could see her rage lurking just beneath the surface. Lady Prellham’s expression softened a moment. “I understand you have been having difficulties,” she said. “Rest assured they will not occur again while you are in my care. Now set aside that blanket and let me see you.”

Eileen did as she was told, revealing her dirty shirt and beeches.

“And why are you wearing those clothes?” asked Lady Prellham, her voice now as cold as the winds on the roof.

“Fencing,” said Eileen, looking at once scared and defiant.

Lady Prellham’s left eyebrow rose a quarter inch. “It was my understanding that it was a brawl this morning.”

“It started as fencing practice,” said Thomas. “The lords turned it into a brawl.”

Lady Prellham spared him a look and a slightly-raised eyebrow that would have silenced even Lord Henry. She turned her attention back to Eileen. “And you were fencing, were you?”

“Aye.”

“‘Yes’ is the proper term,” corrected Lady Prellham. “And I hardly think it is the suitable occupation for the sister of a knight.”

“I believe that would be for her brother to decide,” Thomas said, earning himself a further rise of the eyebrow and a look that, had it been a blade, would have skewered him to the wall.

“I will enquire of him, then,” said Lady Prellham, her emphasis making it perfectly clear that Thomas’s opinion in the matter was neither appropriate nor valued. “In either case, those clothes are totally unsuitable. We will have a proper fencing outfit made up for you if your brother insists you keep doing such things. Come, now. We must go to your rooms and see what clothes you have, then create a shopping list. Lord Henry informs me that you did not arrive with suitable accoutrement.”

Lady Prellham stepped to the door and waited. Eileen stood, unsure for a moment, then walked to it. Thomas intercepted her on the way. He reached for her hands and Eileen pulled away. Thomas pulled his own hands back and, lacking anything else to do, bowed. “I will see you at dinner, all right?”

Eileen nodded but didn’t look at him. “Aye.”

“Say ‘Yes,’” reminded Lady Prellham. “Now come, girls.”

Thomas closed the door behind them and waited long enough to be sure they were out of sight. Then he opened it again and went looking for Henry.

It took Thomas the better part of an hour—and two pages sent out in different directions—before he found Henry. He was in a courtyard in the rear of the castle with a dozen of his knights, watching two men on horses circling the courtyard. George was one, Sir Patrick the other. Neither had reins in their hands. Patrick was trying to show George the finer points of guiding his horse with his knees, and judging from the way George’s horse was wandering off, and the way the knights were laughing, he wasn’t having much success. Henry was keeping a remarkably straight face.

“Lord Henry,” called Thomas. “If you have a moment.”

Henry said something to his knights and joined Thomas by the castle door. “What’s up?”

“How bad is Charles?” asked Thomas, his voice low.

“Bad,” said Henry.

“Not expected to live, bad?”

“Aye.”

“If he dies it will destroy Eileen,” said Thomas. “And the lords will come after us.”

“Both true,” said Henry. “What do you want to do?”

“Heal him,” said Thomas. “Who’s with him now?”

“A few friends. A healer. He has no relatives here.”

“Can you get them out?”

“I can,” said Henry. “Sir Lawrence.”

“Lord Henry?”

“Would you come with us, please?”

“Aye, Lord Henry.”

The knights’ laughter faded as the walls of the castle closed around them. Henry led them through the castle to the family apartments.

“Charles is here?” asked Thomas, surprised.

“No,” said Henry. “But chances are John is.”

A few more turns brought them to Lord John’s door. Henry knocked, waited a moment, knocked again. The door opened and a man in John’s livery looked out at them. “May I help you, Lord Henry?”

“I’m here to speak to my brother,” said Henry. “I assume he’s here?”

“He isn’t,” said the man. “He attends Lord Charles.”

“I see,” said Henry. “Thank you.”

He turned on his heel and led them back down the way they had come. “This makes things a bit more difficult,” said Henry. “I had hoped to have him summon all the lords to him on some pretext or other. It would have cleared the room.”

“And now?”

“And now we go visit and come up with something else.”

He led them through the castle to an outer building on the far side. Like Baron Goshawk’s residence, it looked to have started life as a warehouse. Now, it was divided into a dozen apartments. Charles’s was on the ground floor, the door closed. Henry knocked at it, then pushed it open and stepped in before anyone could answer.

One the other side of the door was a small parlour. Lord James and three others from the brawl were talking quietly among themselves. They rose the moment they spotted Thomas. James stepped in their way, addressing Henry. “He isn’t welcome here.”

“Unfortunate,” said Henry. “Move.”

James glared at him, and for a moment Thomas was afraid they were going to have another brawl right there. Instead, James stepped aside. Henry led Thomas through the inner door and into the bedchamber. Thomas stayed close on his heels. The curtains were drawn, leaving the room gloomy and dark, though a fire burned in the fireplace. Thomas’s eyes slowly adjusted until he could make out the people inside.

Charles was on the bed, loosely wrapped in sheets. Lord John was seated in the room’s only chair. Another man—a healer, at a guess—leaned over Charles’s gasping body, gently changing the bandage. To Thomas’s horror, the inquisitor was standing behind the healer, looking over his shoulder.

“Brother,” said John. “Come to pay last respects to Lord Charles?”

“Not necessarily,” said Henry. “I would rather hold out some hope. And why are you here, Inquisitor Alphonse?”

“To learn what happened,” said the inquisitor. “When I learned that young Thomas there had been in a brawl, I thought it best to look into the matter.” He smiled at Thomas. “And what brings you here?”

“The same as Lord Henry,” said Thomas, wondering how to get the two men out of the room before Charles died.

“What did happen at the brawl, Thomas?” asked the inquisitor, coming closer. “How did you defeat Charles?”

“I didn’t,” said Thomas. “Eileen did.”

The inquisitor looked surprised. “Really? A girl? And how did she manage that?”

“Skill.”

“How is Charles?” Henry asked the healer. “Will he live?”

“No,” said the healer, putting the last of the bandages in place.

“Is there more you can do?”

“There is not,” said the healer. “Save to keep him comfortable.”

“He is comfortable from the look of him,” said Henry. “But I do recall several others injured from this morning’s events. Perhaps you could see to them, then return.” Henry turned to the inquisitor. “And since I doubt you will get any answers here, why don’t you join him?”

The inquisitor looked from Henry to Thomas. “What is going to happen here?”

“A man is going to live or die,” said Henry. “We’ll let you know which.”

The inquisitor kept his eyes on Thomas, and made no sign of moving. “I would like to know why you think it important that I not be here.”

“I would like to know who it was that tried to attack me in the woods,” said Henry. “Pity neither of us will ever find out, isn’t it? Good day, inquisitor.”

“You may go, inquisitor,” said Lord John, rising and taking the priest’s elbow. “I will keep an eye on Charles and make certain nothing untoward happens.”

The inquisitor looked doubtful, but allowed John to lead him from the room. At last, the inquisitor was out the door and Lord John was closing it behind him. “And what,” he asked, when he drew the bolt, “do you think you’re doing?” He looked at Thomas, already kneeling on the bed beside Charles, undoing the bandages. Lord John reached out to stop him. “That will kill him, you know.”

“He’s already dying,” said Henry. “This won’t make a difference. How much are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I’ve got to keep him from dying, but I can’t heal him all the way.”

“I can always stab him again,” said Henry. “Of course, having to fetch my rapier might complicate things.”

“What are you two talking about?” asked John, still standing at the door.

“Saving Charles’s life,” said Henry. “Why are you here?”

“Sitting death watch,” said John. “He was one of mine, after all.”

“Then why wasn’t he on a leash?” Henry demanded. “These three were supposed to be kept out of things. Why did you let him go after Eileen?”

“I didn’t,” said John. “It’s something he and I are going to discuss, if he ever regains consciousness.”

Thomas peeled off the last of the bandages. The wound was small, between two of the ribs. As Thomas watched, a bubble formed in the blood oozing out of the wound.

“Lung,” said Thomas aloud. “Should have set him sitting up.”

“The healer didn’t see much point,” said John.

“Got to do it now,” said Thomas. “Have to keep the lung from filling more.”

“Why?”

Thomas ignored the question. “Henry?”

Together, Henry and Thomas sat Charles up. Blood spilled from the wound as they manoeuvred him. Henry piled the pillows high behind the young man’s back while Thomas held Charles in place, keeping him at arm’s length to avoid getting blood on his clothes. At last, Charles was propped into position. Thomas took a deep breath and laid his hands on the wound.

“What is he doing?” demanded John.

“Healing,” said Henry. “Be quiet.”

Thomas began repeating the words that had healed George at the standing stones and Lionel and Eileen in the Residence, willing the magic into Charles’s body. He kept his eyes locked on the wound, watching for some sign of change. The white light that only Thomas could see began to pour from his hands, moving deep into Charles’s body. For what felt like a very long time, Thomas could only see the light disappearing into the lord. Blood kept oozing from the puncture in between his ribs, air bubbles kept coming out to the surface.

Charles took a sudden, deep breath, and let it out in a long, slow sigh. No air bubble came from the wound. Thomas kept up the quiet chant, kept willing the magic forth until he saw the white light shining through the blood. He pulled his hands away and sat back, watching. Charles’s colour was better, and his breathing slow and even. He could almost have been asleep.

“Well?” asked John. “Did it work?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I’ve never half-healed someone before.”

“The wound’s not bubbling anymore,” said Henry, “and he’s breathing easier.”

“Now what?”

“Now we cover him back up, I wash my hands, and we get out of here,” said Thomas, reaching for the wet wad of cloth and the bandages. He pushed things back in place and tied them as tight as he could. Charles’s breathing hitched and John leaned forward, pushing Thomas aside.

“Charles. Can you hear me?”

Charles’s eyes blinked a few times, his gaze not landing on anything. “Charles,” repeated John. “What happened to you?”

From the door to the room, Thomas could suddenly hear voices raised in argument. He stepped away from Charles’s bed toward the stand where the pitcher and basin stood. There was already bloody water in the basin. Thomas opened the window and threw it out, then poured more, rubbing hard against his flesh to force the blood from his skin. He looked for a towel, found one and dried himself on it, leaving streaks of red on the cloth.

There was a shout from outside the door, then a dozen raised voices. Lawrence’s voice rang above the rest, stridently ordering whoever he was facing to step back.

“Are you done, Thomas?” asked Henry.

“Aye.”

“Then let’s get out of here.”

Henry strode to the door, Thomas following on his heels. Lord John stayed where he was, his eyes on Charles, trying to make the other man focus. Henry pulled the door open and found himself right against Sir Lawrence’s back. “What is going on out here?” Henry demanded loudly enough to carry over the shouting mob. Lawrence stepped to the side and Henry moved forward into the small parlour. “Well?”

A dozen of the lords stood in front of them. Cormac stepped to the front, his arm in a sling. “Your man would not let us pass,” he said. “We came to see our friend and he said we could not.”

“Well, now you can,” said Henry. “But only a few at a time. Don’t wear him out.”

“From what I hear,” said Cormac, “there isn’t enough left of him to wear.”

“Then you heard wrong,” said Henry. “Go visit your friend. Come on, Thomas.”

Henry started across the room, Thomas on his heels and Lawrence bringing up the rear. Cormac stepped in front of Thomas the moment he was out of the bedroom. “You and I. We have things to discuss.”

“Get out of my way, Cormac.”

“Lord Cormac.”

“Get out of my way. Cormac.”

Cormac stepped closer, nearly nose to nose with Thomas. “I should have you flogged like the peasant you are.”

“Pity you can’t,” said Henry. “Now step aside, or I’ll have Lawrence break the other one.”

Cormac glared at Henry, but stepped to the side. Henry led Thomas and Lawrence out of the apartment, the hall, and the building.

“Well, that went well,” said Henry, when they reached the courtyard.

“I’ll believe that when I see Charles walking around,” said Thomas, increasing his pace as the cold seeped under his coat and cloak. The expected shakes were beginning, and Henry kept close beside him, obviously ready to offer support should Thomas collapse.

“So will I,” said Henry. “I was trying to be encouraging.”

“You weren’t succeeding,” said Thomas. “Now what?”

“I’ll take you back to your tower,” said Henry. “Healing wipes you out, as I recall, and I’d like you feeling fully yourself by the banquet.”

“What banquet?”

“The one honouring Father Roberts’s visit, of course.”

“Ah.” said Thomas. “I really don’t want to attend that.”

“Too bad,” said Henry. “I need you there.”

“Why?”

“Because people need to see whose side you’re on.”
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Thomas watched yet another knight whose village had been overrun by the enemy rise and give a toast of welcome to Father Roberts. Thomas, in his place at the table with Sir Lawrence and the other knights, didn’t bother to listen. He practically knew the content already.

Welcome to Father Roberts; praise Lord Henry for arriving home safely; praise Duke Antonius for sending him, when the reinforcements arrive we shall crush the enemy. Thomas thought. Pity we don’t even know how many of the enemy there are.

Thomas let his eyes wander around the room yet again, and once more they landed at the table where Father Roberts sat amidst the high-ranking members of the local clergy, plus a baron or two. He had not come alone, but his companion was seated further back in the room. The inquisitor had been relegated to a spot at the merchants’ table. It made Thomas spitefully happy even though he knew that, had it not been for the events of the last few days, he and his friends would be there with him.

He pulled his gaze away from the priests and raised his glass with everyone else as the knight finished his speech. Across the table from him, Eileen raised her glass and took a small sip under the watchful eye of Lady Prellham on her right. 

Eileen and George were dressed in the same finery they had worn at the first banquet, but for some reason seemed much less comfortable. George looked sullen and Thomas could sense the anger at the lords smouldering in him. Every time someone addressed George as “Sir,” George looked ready to forcibly stop their mouths. Eileen looked haunted and tired, and having Rose standing behind her, doing her best to act attentive and trying hard not to shift from foot to foot, was not helping. Eileen had protested the idea of having Rose stand behind her and wait on her at the table, even as she sat down to dinner. Lady Prellham, however, was not to be moved. A lady-in-waiting waited, and Rose would wait on Eileen until dinner was finished. To Thomas’s surprise, Eileen acquiesced without much of an argument. 

Thomas’s eyes sought out the table of young nobles. They were drinking far more than anyone else, at intervals that suggested they had made a game of the speeches. Thomas noticed sips every time the words “duke,” “lord,” and “knight” were uttered, and glasses emptied when the word “enemy” was said. Several of the young men were looking rather the worse for wear.

Some of them spotted him looking, and cast none-too-friendly glances in his direction. He returned them with an added dose of contempt. Part of him hoped at least one would challenge him to a duel; he longed to run one of them through on his blade.

Is this what I’ve become? The sheriff of Laketown, months ago, had suggested Thomas had the bearing of a professional killer. Thomas remembered the shock the words had given him. But now, here he sat contemplating murder.

“I hear Lord Charles is going to be all right,” said Sir Patrick as another knight rose and began yet another toast. Patrick’s voice was quiet enough not to be heard past their table, but his words made Eileen’s head snap around so quickly that Thomas thought she’d have hurt her neck.

“I heard that as well,” said Bethany, Sir Patrick’s wife. “He is a very fortunate young man.”

“I thought he was dying.” Eileen’s voice was faint. “I thought I killed him.”

“It was thought that you had,” said Patrick. “They thought his lung was pierced, but it seems it was not. He won’t be standing for a few days, but he isn’t going to die.”

“Oh.” Eileen’s hand came up to cover her mouth. Her body trembled, then her eyes filled with tears. Rose immediately proffered a handkerchief. Eileen took it and wiped her face, while Lady Prellham looked on, quite disapproving. “I’m sorry,” Eileen apologized, when she could speak again. “When Baron Goshawk came by he was certain that Charles was dying.”

“Goshawk came to visit?” Thomas said, surprised. “When?”

“Baron Goshawk,” reminded Lady Prellham. “He did us the honour of visiting this afternoon, while Sir George was practising with the knights.”

It should have been me, Thomas thought, galled at the idea that Eileen would speak to Goshawk, but not to him. But if I’d done that, Charles would be dead by now.

The knight’s toast, a gracious thanks to the duke and an equal thanks to his father-in-law for the lovely gift of a horse, came to a finish. Thomas raised his glass with the others, sipping at it and wondering how many more speeches he was going to have to bear before the duke called a halt to them.

Father Roberts rose to his feet.

Thomas, George, and Eileen all leaned forward. The quiet muttering that had been prevalent through the other toasts stopped, and even the young lords fell silent.

“We are most gratified,” said Father Roberts, “to be invited to this gathering.” He took a moment to survey the room. “Just as we are most gratified that Lord Henry agreed to allow us to travel with him on his return journey.” He paused, inclining his head at Henry, who was lounging back in his chair and wearing a bland expression.

“We know that this is a difficult time,” said the priest. “We know that you are experiencing hardships, and that many villages have been lost. We are here to help.” He took a sip of his wine, then continued. “It is not often that the High Father’s forces are called to mobilize. We are not defenders of the nation, nor of any part within it. Rather, we are defenders of the faith. And when we take up arms, it is to defend that faith.”

He paused again, taking a moment to look around the room and all those who waited for him to finish, before his eyes alighted on Thomas and stayed there.

And now the bit about witchcraft, predicted Thomas.

“Witchcraft is something that few believe in these days.”

Thomas took a drink.

“Why, in the Royal Academy, they are taught that there is no such thing.” He paused, eyes still on Thomas. “Of course, we know this not to be true.”

He returned his gaze to the duke and his sons. “When Lord Henry came south, he petitioned the king for men to fight an enemy that attacked unseen, using forces beyond those the High Father has given to man.”

Thomas glanced to Henry and saw him leaning in and whispering something to his father. The duke nodded, but did not interrupt. Thomas forced his attention back to Father Roberts as he continued.

“When the news of these invaders reached the church, it was decided that we must see these powers for ourselves. It was then that myself and my few men were sent north. We are not many—” this was directed at Duke Antonius, “but neither are we all the church has to offer. We are here to witness the truth about your enemy. When we can report back evidence of witchcraft witnessed firsthand; when we can say with certainty, ‘Yes, there is a threat to the faith here,’ then we will become the vanguard of the church’s forces, which shall come north and descend upon your enemy—the enemy of the faith—with a will.” He raised his glass. “Your Grace, accept this toast and my pledge. Where there is witchcraft we shall not rest until it has been purged. Where there is a threat to the faith, we shall not rest until it has been destroyed. Your Grace, to victory.”

Glasses were raised around the room; “to victory” resounded through the crowd with more enthusiasm than it had all night.

“Subtle like a brick,” said George. “Surprised he didn’t ask for your head on a stick.”

“Why would he want Thomas’s head?” asked Sir Richard’s wife.

“Old disagreements,” said Thomas, glaring at George a moment before looking to the head table for the duke’s response.

The duke had bowed his thanks to all the other toasts, but it was Henry who rose to his feet. “On behalf of my father, I thank you, your Grace. We are pleased that an envoy of the High Father is willing to make such a journey, and it is my hope that you will have the opportunity to meet the enemy soon, so that you may judge the truth of our words.” He raised his own glass. “To your meeting with the enemy.”

Glasses were raised and the words muttered, and Thomas found himself smiling. “Nasty.” 

“Aye,” agreed Rowland. “Nicely put, though.”

“Aye.”

Father Roberts accepted Henry’s toast with a gracious nod and no real expression on his face. Glasses were raised high and drained, and when they were put down, Duke Antonius rose to his feet. “There is much to be done on the morrow,” he said, “and so I must leave you. Yet let this not be an end to the merriment. Rather, let it be a beginning. We shall have joy in the face of our enemy, knowing that when spring comes, we shall drive him from the land!”

There was applause, though not as enthusiastic as the response to Father Roberts’s speech a moment before. On the way past Henry, he leaned in and whispered. Henry nodded, then bowed again as his father passed.

The music began as Duke Antonius walked across the room, and grew louder the moment the door closed behind him. Men and women got to their feet and tables were pushed out of the way. The crowd shifted and knights, lords, merchants and tradesmen mingled together. Soon a dozen couples were dancing. Thomas recognized the tune and turned to Eileen. “Do you feel like dancing?”

It took a moment for the word to register with her. “I... I don’t know.” 

“If Miss Eileen is to dance, she must dance with her brother first,” said Lady Prellham. “It is the appropriate way to begin.”

“Oh.”

George held out his hand, “Come on,” he said. “We’ll dance, and then you can decide from there.”

“All right,” said Eileen, taking his hand. Before she stepped out on the floor, she turned to Patrick. “Are you sure he’ll be all right? Charles, I mean?”

Patrick nodded. “Aye, he will.”

“Oh.” Eileen smiled, though Thomas could see her eyes shining with tears again. “Good.”

She followed George out to the dance floor and Thomas turned his attention to the rest of the room. Father Roberts was in earnest discussion with several barons. The men looked very interested in whatever he was saying, and the others around—merchants, mostly, with a smattering of knights and other minor nobility—also paid close attention.

The inquisitor stood behind the envoy, his hands clasped around his glass of wine, saying nothing. His gaze travelled almost idly over the crowd until his eyes met Thomas’s. The man smiled, then, and raised his glass. The expression, mild enough, sent a deep chill through Thomas. Thomas raised his own glass back politely, even as he silently cursed the man.

Henry drifted down from the front table and stopped beside Thomas. He followed Thomas’s gaze to the clergy and the men around them. “The barons and knights who lost their towns,” said Henry. “No doubt eager to tell all, in the hopes he will bring reinforcements.”

“And what do you think the chances of that are?”

“I don’t know,” said Henry. “It was a lovely speech. Unfortunately for his claims, if my father isn’t letting any patrols out until the spring, there will be no way for him to scout out and see what it is that the enemy can actually do.”

“Unfortunately,” echoed Thomas, truly wishing that the priest was out in the snow at that very moment, preferably with the inquisitor alongside. He searched out the young lords, who were gathered around one of the tables, talking amongst themselves. “Heard Charles was getting better.”

“He is,” said Henry.

“Miraculous recovery?”

“Some are saying so,” said Henry. “The inquisitor among them.”

“Wonderful,” Thomas thought about it. “Is he claiming responsibility?”

“He says the High Father works in mysterious ways.”

“Think he believes it?”

“I think he knows enough to recognize a man who is at death’s door. As does the healer.”

“And is the healer talking, too?”

“The healer is John’s. He’ll keep quiet unless told to do otherwise.”

“Well, that’s something, at least,” said Thomas. The music rose to its climax, then ended. Thomas bowed. “Would you excuse me, Lord Henry?”

“Of course,” said Henry. “Tell Eileen I want a dance myself at some point.”

Thomas smiled. “Of course.”

Thomas reached the dance floor and claimed Eileen’s hand from her brother. George made a quick search and was soon back on the floor with the young lady he’d been speaking to at Baron Goshawk’s party the night before.

By the Four, was it only last night?

The dance was a roundel, the couples moving in a series of turns around a large circle while the music slowly gained speed. Eileen was looking relieved one moment and pensive the next, and barely paying attention to the steps of the dance. They passed in front of their chairs, and Thomas saw Lady Prellham giving Rose some very specific instructions about her posture, to judge from the girl’s suddenly straight back. He asked Eileen, “How is Lady Prellham?”

“A terror.” Eileen shuddered. “The woman spent the afternoon instructing me in the finer points of court etiquette and an hour preparing me for the banquet. It would have been longer if I’d had more clothes—something she says she intends to remedy, by the way.”

Thomas led her another turn about the dance floor. “And Baron Goshawk came to see you?”

“He did,” said Eileen. “To apologize for what occurred at his party. He also promised to watch out for me and keep matters from becoming unpleasant again.”

“Good of him.”

“He’s a good man,” said Eileen.

“He is,” agreed Thomas, swallowing the lump that her words put in his throat.

The young lords were still at their table, and now Lord John was sitting in their midst, talking and laughing with them. Thomas wondered how long it would be before they began looking for dance partners and what he should do if any asked Eileen to dance.

Thomas and Eileen swirled past the tables where Father Roberts was seated, holding court with same group of displaced nobles and knights, his inquisitor standing behind him. Thomas tried to catch some of what was being said, but the music and the sound of the dancers’ feet overrode the rest of the sounds in the room.

The inquisitor looked up. Thomas met his eyes for a moment, and Father Alphonse smiled the same cold smile Thomas had seen when the two had last spoken. The inquisitor leaned over and said something to the man sitting nearest him. That man turned his head and also looked toward Thomas.

The music took Thomas and Eileen away, spinning them around the room in a long, slow circle. By the time they passed Father Roberts again, all his companions were watching them.

“What’s going on?” Eileen asked once they were past.

“I have no idea.”

The music ended. Thomas and Eileen bowed to one another, and Thomas started to lead her to their seats. Halfway there, Baron Goshawk stepped in front of them. “If it is not too much to ask,” he said to Eileen, “may I have this dance?”

Eileen let go of Thomas and took the baron’s hand. “Of course, Baron,” she said. “Do you mind, Thomas?”

“Of course not,” said Thomas, bowing and walking off the floor. He turned to watch them and found himself nearly nose to nose with Amelia. 

“Thomas! You must dance with me. I insist!”

Thomas tried to think of an excuse and found he didn’t have one, so he held out his hand. The musicians struck up the opening chords of a slow couples dance, and Amelia leaned in close to Thomas as they began moving. “Well, tell me about it!”

“About what?”

“The fight, of course! And Eileen. What happened?”

“People got hurt,” said Thomas.

“They say Charles is dying. Did you stab him?”

“Not I.” 

They followed a slow path across the floor, weaving in and out of the other couples. George was dancing with another of the girls from the party—Cecily—Thomas thought. Henry was off to one side, conversing with his brother Richard. Amelia kept up a steady stream of chatter through the song, telling Thomas how the inquisitor was declaring Charles’s recovery the work of the High Father, how there were rumours of kitchen girls being chased by some of the young nobles and wasn’t it exciting that Father Roberts and his man were at the banquet?

“Very,” agreed Thomas.

“The white-haired one,” said Amelia. “He seems to have quite the interest in you. Half the time he’s watching you. Do you know him?”

“I do.” Thomas looked over. The inquisitor was engaged in a conversation with one of Richard’s knights, but left off a moment to sweep the dance floor with his eyes. They found Thomas, and the smile again came to the man’s face. Thomas forced himself not to shudder. If Amelia noticed it, she didn’t bother commenting.

“So tell me,” said Amelia, instead. “Whatever are you going to do?”

“About what?”

“Eileen, of course,” said Amelia, slapping him lightly on the chest for his imbecility. “She is a member of the nobility, albeit a very minor one, but still a member nonetheless, which does give her privileges that you and I certainly don’t have, not to mention making her eligible to all these young men.”

“All these young men,” said Thomas, “ruined their chances this morning.”

“I can’t believe you got in a fight with them. Who did you say stabbed Charles?”

“I didn’t.”

“But you must know.”

It was another few measures of the music before Amelia, realizing the answer was not to be forthcoming, took up her monologue again. “Well, no matter who stabbed him—and I can’t believe anyone would have—the point of it is, here you are dancing with me while she dances with the baron. And while I’m sure the baron considers himself above such things, if she should truly catch his eye, well, there’s not a thing you could do to prevent him, is there?”

“I suppose not,” said Thomas. He didn’t have anything more to say, and to his surprise, neither did Amelia.

The music drew to a close and Thomas led Amelia from the floor. He spotted Eileen with Baron Goshawk, who was holding both her hands and leaning in close to speak. Eileen was biting her lip and looking pensive. A moment later, the two joined them.

“Thomas,” said the baron. “Please excuse me for stealing Eileen away.”

“The baron asked if I would join him tomorrow in a tour of the city,” said Eileen, looking uncertain.

“That’s very generous of him.” said Thomas.

“Not just Eileen, of course,” said Goshawk, his annoyingly pleasant expression giving Thomas no hint his intentions. “Lady Prellham and Rose will accompany her. And whoever else she wishes to bring, though more than four would be uncomfortable in my carriage. It is dependent on her brother’s approval, of course, but given the events of the last few days, I think it behooves me to show Eileen that we are not all uncouth here.”

Now that, Thomas could not argue against. “We’ll see what George has to say, then.”

“George is rather occupied,” said Amelia, “with Cecily, of all people, who I hardly think is a good match for him. Baron, may I claim this dance?”

The baron managed what Thomas thought was a rather civilized smile. “Of course.”

He led her to the floor and Thomas held out his hand to Eileen, but Sir Lawrence tapped his shoulder instead. “Lord Henry wants a word. And I am to dance with Eileen while he has it.”

Thomas nodded. “I’ll have the next dance, then,” he promised Eileen, leaving her in Sir Lawrence’s hands. He found Henry sitting at a table near the wall, a cup in his hand and a bottle in front of him. He gestured to a seat near himself and pushed the wine bottle towards Thomas. “Have a drink.”

Thomas took the chair, found a clean-looking cup amidst the others on the table, and poured. “And how is my lord Henry?”

“Well enough,” said Henry cheerfully. “My father apparently was talking with the priests all afternoon.”

“And apparently enjoyed their company enough to throw a party,” said Thomas, looking around the room. The group around the envoy had expanded, with more merchants joining his company. “Though I noticed your father didn’t react too favourably to his toast.”

“It’s far too early for Roberts to be putting that idea forward,” said Henry. “After all, he’d only just offered my father men for the war.”

“How many men?” asked Thomas, warily. 

“A thousand, I believe. Enough to make one think.”

“What did he want in exchange?”

“The freedom to hunt down and punish all whose witchcraft is an affront to the High Father.”

“Me, in other words.”

“Anyone who is using witchcraft,” said Henry. “But mainly you.”

Thomas took a drink. “How long before your father accepts the offer?”

“No idea. Certainly not before spring, since he has no intention of letting anyone out before then.”

Spring, Thomas thought. I have until spring.

To do what?

The same decision that kept Father Roberts in the city prevented Thomas from doing much to help. He couldn’t help Henry chase down the enemy, couldn’t see how they used magic first hand.

But I could talk to those who already have.

Cursing himself for an idiot, Thomas surveyed the room. “Baron Gallen isn’t here.”

“No, he isn’t. Is that important?”

“I want to find out what he can tell me about the enemy. You didn’t invite him tonight?”

“Not my party,” said Henry. “I didn’t pick the guests.”

Thomas slumped back in his chair, thinking about the men they had fought in the snow and the burnt out villages they had passed on the way in. “Does anyone have an idea why the enemy is attacking? Or who they are?”

“Not a clue. They just appeared.”

Thomas thought more about it. “Starting tomorrow, I’ll talk to the people who’ve been driven out of their villages to see if there’s a pattern to the attacks. Maybe that will tell us why they’re here. Or at least how many people they have using magic.”

Henry nodded approval. “Good plan. And now you’re going to dance.”

Thomas was confused. “Is that an order?”

Henry grinned. “Sort of.”

“Lord Henry,” said Amelia, coming to a stop in front of them. “I have not had the pleasure of a dance this evening.”

“And I’m afraid I have to deny you that pleasure,” said Henry. “For I must talk to several people before I can dedicate myself to the dance floor. But Thomas here is currently without a partner.”

You miserable... “Actually, I was planning...” Thomas looked and found Eileen being led out onto the dance floor by Patrick. “...but I would be honoured.”

“Thank you, Thomas,” said Amelia holding out her hand for him to take. “Lord Henry, you will save me one, will you not?”

“I will try,” said Henry. “Enjoy yourself, Thomas.”

Thomas rose, bowed politely to Henry and made a rude gesture out of Amelia’s line of sight. Henry grinned. The tune was light and tripping and the dance steps complicated. Amelia was quiet for the first three bars, then started in again. 

“Goshawk said that Lord Charles is out of danger. The inquisitor claimed it was miraculous. He thought Charles was going to die for sure. He also thought you were the one that stabbed Charles but the baron said you weren’t. But he won’t say who did. Why not?”

“Because it isn’t his story to tell,” said Thomas. “Any more than it is mine.”

“But that’s silly. Everyone who was there knows who stabbed whom, so why can’t I?” She was silent for the length of another bar of music. “It wasn’t you and it wasn’t Baron Goshawk and it wasn’t Henry or the knights. And if it had been George, Charles would probably still be stuck to the wall.” Her mouth and eyes went wide. “Eileen! By the Four!” She looked over her shoulder, trying to spot Eileen in the crowd. “How could she? No wonder none of the lords are talking about it!” She glared at Thomas. “Is that why you were chasing her this morning? Because she’d stabbed Charles?”

“I was chasing her because she was crying,” said Thomas.

“And she was crying because she stabbed Charles! Did you think she was going to kill herself?”

“Amelia,” said Thomas, his voice quiet and very, very serious. “Leave the matter alone. Now.”

Amelia almost protested but something in Thomas’s expression held her back. They danced in silence, moving through the steps with fair ease. Amelia was a very good dancer, and even managed to stay graceful when Thomas himself missed a step. The music was only halfway though, however, when Amelia broke out of Thomas’s arms, grabbed his hand and pulled him from the dance floor. “Father! Mother!”

The couple were older, distinguished and obviously merchants. At once, Thomas could pick out which of their features had gone into their daughter. Amelia held his hand tightly as she introduced him. “Mother, Father, I want you to meet Thomas Flarety. Thomas, my parents: Archibald and Wanda Parks.”

Thomas freed his hand to bow to them. “I am pleased to meet you,” he lied.

“So this is Thomas Flarety,” said Wanda. “Amelia was telling us of the terrible brawl this morning. Why, it’s lucky you weren’t flogged for stabbing a noble like that.”

“Now, now, the young man will live,” said Archibald. “Besides, it wasn’t Thomas who stabbed him, was it?”

“No, it wasn’t,” said Amelia, who then surprised Thomas by holding her tongue. “Thomas is courting Eileen Gobhann, who is the sister of that new knight, George.”

“Which is Eileen?” asked Wanda, peering into the crowd.

“The redhead dancing with Baron Goshawk,” said Amelia, pointing.

“Well, she is pretty,” said Wanda. “Despite her hair. How old is she?”

“Sixteen,” said Thomas.

“And Thomas is eighteen,” said Amelia.

“The difference between eighteen and sixteen is quite large,” said Archibald. “Why, I think back on what our Amelia was like when she was only sixteen… Well, it hardly bears mentioning.”

“You shouldn’t set your heart on a girl that age,” said Wanda. “Especially now that she’s become a member of the nobility. Why, there are so many young men here of noble blood, you are likely to get swept aside.”

“Baron Goshawk seems to like her,” said Archibald, peering at the dance floor. “Though she looks somewhat morose.”

“It has been a difficult day,” said Thomas.

“I have heard as much,” said Wanda. “Most unpleasant, the whole business. Pity about Eileen’s hair. Why on earth did she cut it like that?”

“Thomas Flarety.”

Thomas recognized the voice even before he turned to look at the man. “Father Roberts.”

“It has been a most wonderful evening,” said Father Roberts, “and I thought I should make an effort to speak to everyone before I retired for the night. May I ask you to introduce me to these fine folks?”

“I am Archibald Parks, Father,” said Archibald, before Thomas could, “and this is Wanda. We’re Amelia’s parents.”

“It is good to meet folks who can raise such a charming young lady,” said Father Roberts. “Especially in these troubled times.”

“They are troubled indeed,” said Archibald. “It is most difficult for a man to run a business when he is trapped inside the walls. We have most of our supplies in already, of course, but even so, it makes for tight times when one cannot get more when needed.”

“It certainly does. The duke is doing what he thinks is best.”

“He is indeed,” said Archibald. “And no one wants a winter war. But at the same time, trade must continue.”

“Indeed it must,” agreed Father Roberts. “And what do you think of the claims by some that your enemy is using witchcraft?”

“‘Claims’ is the right word,” said Archibald. “There’s an enemy out there, there’s no question, but until I see witchcraft myself I’ll not believe it.”

“That is the greatest problem with witchcraft,” said Father Roberts. “No one believes in it until they have proof, and by then it is usually too late. Take young Thomas, here.”

“How do you mean, Father?” asked Amelia, stepping closer to the priest.

Oh, by the Four…

“Thomas was brought here by Lord Henry especially for his knowledge of witchcraft.”

“Thomas, a witch?” Wanda’s eyebrows went up.

“He was investigated by both the crown and the church for that very thing, weren’t you, Thomas?”

“Truly?” breathed Wanda.

“Truly,” said Thomas, before Father Roberts could speak further. “The investigation lasted a month, and at the end of it my friends and I were found to be innocent of all charges.”

“Not by the church,” said Father Roberts.

“The church had no jurisdiction.”

“The king loves to protect his students. Even the ones who murder a bishop.”

Wanda’s eyes grew large, and her hand went to her mouth. Archibald looked ready to pull Amelia forcibly away from Thomas.

“Bishop Malloy,” said Thomas, speaking slowly to keep his anger from bursting out, “was sacrificing children to the Banished.”

“There was no proof—”

“There was evidence enough,” snapped Thomas. “Including the corpse of the child he’d murdered. And now, if you will excuse me, I wish to dance the next song with Miss Eileen.”

He bowed to Amelia and her parents, and left without sparing another word or glance to Father Roberts. He kept his hands in fists to keep them from shaking with anger. Eileen was still on Patrick’s arm when Thomas reached her.

“If Miss Eileen does not object,” said Thomas, “I would like to claim this dance.” He bowed to her. “May I?”

“Of course,” said Eileen, though she sounded more tired than happy. She curtsied to the knight. “I thank you, Sir Patrick.”

He bowed back. “The pleasure was mine. And I hope you will save me another for later.”

Eileen took Thomas’s hands and waited until Patrick was out of earshot before saying, “I hope there is no later.”

“That’s two of us.” The musicians began a stately piece, and Thomas and Eileen moved into the steps. “Father Roberts just told Amelia Parks and her parents how I was brought north for my extensive knowledge of witchcraft.”

“He called you a witch?”

“No. But he mentioned the investigation. And that I killed the bishop. And since he mentioned it to Amelia and her parents, we can assume it will be all over the castle before the end of this dance.”

“Gods,” Eileen looked ready to weep. “Will it never end?”

“Not with him here,” said Thomas. “I want to leave.”

“Me, too,” said Eileen. 

“Then let’s go.”

Thomas came even with George at the edge of the floor, just as the music was ending. “We are ready to leave,” said Thomas.

“Already?”

Thomas gave George a fast précis of his conversation with Father Roberts as they returned to their table. George looked grim. “That’s no good.”

“Which is why we’re leaving,” said Thomas.

“You most certainly are not,” said Lady Prellham, rising to her feet. “You will stay here and support Lord Henry.”

“Lord Henry doesn’t need our support,” said Thomas.

“Don’t be foolish,” snapped Lady Prellham—just loudly enough, Thomas noticed, that it reached all of their ears but barely carried beyond them as the musicians struck up the next song. “Tonight isn’t about games and dances. It’s politics.”

“Politics?”

“Of course,” said Lady Prellham. “Why do you think the duke left early?”

“He always leaves early,” said Thomas.

Lady Prellham rapped a knuckle sharply into the side of Thomas’s skull, just behind his ear. “Think, boy. The duke invites Father Roberts, but does not put him in a place of honour, nor stay to talk to him afterwards. That says that the duke is not yet ready to accept the offer the envoy made in his toast.”

“I don’t understand why that means we have to stay,” said Eileen.

“You are here to be seen,” said Lady Prellham. “And Lord Henry is counting on you to do exactly that. To do otherwise is to weaken his standing, and the duke’s.”

“But—”

“Lord Henry is your protector here,” said Lady Prellham. “Leaving weakens him, and therefore weakens his protection.” She glared at Thomas. “Is that clear enough?”

It was, and Thomas wasn’t happy about it at all. “So what do we do, then?”

“You dance,” said Lady Prellham. “You smile when spoken to, and you stay visible.”

“For how long?” asked Eileen, sounding exhausted and scared.

“For as long as necessary. Thomas, pour us some wine to drink while the song finishes, then take Miss Eileen out on the next dance. Trade partners with Sir George when that dance is over. Otherwise others may ask for her attention, and Eileen needs to be free to return to this table once Father Roberts has left.” She watched Thomas and his friends exchange unhappy looks. “Wine, Thomas. Now.”

Thomas, rubbing his head with one hand, picked a bottle off the table and filled glasses for them all, including one for Rose, who was still standing behind Eileen’s place, waiting. Lady Prellham glared but said nothing. Thomas sipped slowly at his drink until the dance ended. Then, as instructed, took Eileen’s hand and found a place on the floor.

The first tune was boisterous and loud, forcing Thomas to pay attention to navigating the floor without tripping, rather than watching what was going on around the edges. Eileen looked exhausted, but kept pace with the music. When the song ended, Thomas switched partners with George as instructed and found himself leading Cecily around the floor. After a few more dances, Thomas reclaimed Eileen, and the two moved in a stately, measured pace.

“How are you holding up?” asked Thomas, keeping his voice low.

“Badly,” said Eileen. “I want to go.”

“We’ll leave the dance as soon as we can,” promised Thomas.

“No,” said Eileen. “I want to go home.”

Thomas sighed. “I know. I’m sorry.”

Eileen didn’t say anything more, and Thomas didn’t know how to comfort her, so he held her hands tightly and led her through the steps as the dancers swirled gracefully around them. Thomas looked for Father Roberts and found him and the inquisitor deep in conversation with another group of merchants. Thomas felt his teeth clenching and forced himself to relax his jaw. It doesn’t matter what he’s saying. I’m here at Henry’s request and under the duke’s protection.

Eileen suddenly tensed, her fingers squeezing hard against his. Thomas pulled his attention back and saw that he and Eileen were surrounded by the young lords. Lord William, his eyes black and his nose now slightly angled, was closest, dancing with one of the merchant girls Thomas remembered from Goshawk’s party. Five other lords and their dance partners surrounded them, moving in concert with Thomas and Eileen. Thomas kept his face straight and forced away the panic that started to fill him. He kept circling, watching for knives or some other sign of violence. The lords made no sudden moves, but the circle of dancers drew tighter around Thomas and Eileen. Thomas was just about to speak to Lord William when someone jostled into the man.

“Oof!” Lord William nearly lost his grip on his partner. He opened his mouth to complain and shut it at once at the sight of Sir Lawrence, leading Lady Prellham easily through the steps of the dance.

“My apologies,” said Lawrence, and he and Lady Prellham danced away to be replaced first by Patrick and his wife, then George and Cecily, then Baron Goshawk with another girl who had been at his party. Thomas found himself slightly in awe of the co-ordination it must have taken to get them all dancing together, especially when the last couple in the chain turned out to be Henry and Amelia. Thomas gently twirled Eileen after them and the entire group moved in a stately line away from the lords and to the edge of the dance floor, just in time for the music to end.

“Well done,” said Thomas to Henry as the last of them stepped off the floor.

Henry smiled. “The compliments must go to Lady Prellham.” He bowed to the lady, who had resumed her seat. “As good a bit of strategy as ever I have seen.”

Lady Prellham accepted the compliment with a slight nod. “It should be an utterly unnecessary piece of strategy, Lord Henry. Those boys need to be reined in.”

“On that point we are in complete agreement,” said Henry. The musicians began another, livelier piece, and the floor filled with dancers.

“I want to sit down,” said Eileen. “My feet are starting to hurt.”

Eileen went to the chair beside Lady Prellham. She looked very frail, Thomas thought, and was about to offer to get her some wine when Baron Goshawk handed her a glass. “You look very tired.”

“I am.”

“Then perhaps we should all sit a while,” said the baron, taking the chair beside Eileen. “The dance floor will survive without us on it.”

Thomas scanned the room once, then again. “Where’s the envoy?”

“Left,” said Goshawk. “Just as we were coming onto the dance floor.”

“Well, that’s good anyway,” said Thomas.

“It is,” said Henry, taking another chair. “It is very good, in fact. The musicians will be taking a break, after this tune.”

“All right,” said Thomas. “So?”

“So watch where everyone goes,” said Henry.

The musicians played through the final tune of the set, and were roundly applauded. Bodies milled about, slowly clearing the dance floor in favour of places to sit and talk. Thomas watched, as Henry had instructed. At first, he could see no pattern to it at all. Soon, though, he saw that while people were moving about, for the most part they were gathered around Richard or John, or near the stage.

As we’re gathered around Henry, Thomas realized. “Four groups,” he said. “Us, Richard, John, and those by the stage.”

“The duke’s group,” said Lady Prellham.

“With John’s closest to it,” said Henry, “Richard’s furthest, and us in between.”

Those by the stage were mostly older nobility, with some high-ranking merchants among them. The young lords were all near John, and most of those near Richard were merchants of middle rank. Probably those who depend most on trade in the winter. “We’re the smallest group.”

“I am the youngest,” said Henry. “I’d normally be sitting with Richard, but he wants to have some distance between himself and the possibility of witchcraft.”

“So I’m dividing the court?”

“Father Roberts is dividing the court,” said Goshawk. “Richard is just being circumspect about it.”

“As he explained to me a half hour ago,” said Henry. “He can’t afford to be seen as against the church right now. In fact, none of them can.”

Thomas turned to Goshawk. “How can you afford it?”

“I am not in a position of power,” said Goshawk. “My barony is a fair distance away, and I don’t even know if it is still standing.”

“So why aren’t you with Richard?”

“Henry went out at great risk to bring help. That deserves some recognition.” He smiled at Eileen. “Besides, my dance partner wanted to come here.”

“I’m just here because Henry asked me to dance last,” said Amelia. “And judging from my father’s face, he’s not happy about it.”

“Very gracious, baron,” said Eileen, ignoring Amelia.

“Very,” agreed Thomas with a smile that he hoped didn’t look as false as it felt. “Henry, what would have happened if your father or Father Roberts had stayed?”

“Then we would know for certain which way my father would be deciding to go.”

“Do we have to stay longer?” Eileen asked. “I really want to go.”

“The return of the musicians is an acceptable time to make an exit,” said Henry. “I need to stay, but Sir George and Thomas can escort you out.”

“Thank the Four.”

They drank wine and nibbled at some sweetmeats that Sir Patrick and Sir Lawrence brought to the table. At last, the musicians resumed their positions and struck up a dance tune. Couples headed for the floor, including Amelia and Henry. Baron Goshawk stayed where he was. Thomas turned to George and Eileen. “Are we ready to go?”

“Aye,” said George. “Just let me give my regards to Cecily’s parents.”

“Her parents?” Thomas repeated as George led Cecily away. “That sounds almost serious.”

“Almost,” said Eileen. George bowed—politely if not graciously—to Cecily’s parents, spoke to them briefly, and then took Cecily’s hand and raised it to his lips. She curtsied and George bowed to her before heading back to the table.

“He looks like a cat with cream on its whiskers,” said Eileen.

“Cecily is a very sweet girl,” said Baron Goshawk. “Though not as sweet as you.”

Thomas barely managed to keep from glaring at the baron. Eileen, rather than blushing bright red or hitting the man—the responses Thomas would have bet on—only stared at him.

“How can you think so?” Eileen asked. “You saw what I did this morning.”

“I did see,” the baron answered, rising. “I also know that, despite being under great strain and having to do something no young lady should have to do, you have managed to be charming and polite throughout this entire evening, which is no mean feat at all.” He held out his hand. “May I be permitted?”

Eileen extended her hand and the baron bent over it, brushing his lips against her knuckles. “You are a very brave young woman,” he said as he straightened. “And it has been my pleasure to dance with you tonight.”

A small smile crept across Eileen’s face, and for the first time that evening the expression did not seemed forced. “Thank you, Baron.”

He bowed to her. “Goodnight, then.”

That man is far, far too clever, Thomas thought, wishing that he had managed half the baron’s wit and charm. He sighed and rose. “May I escort you to your rooms?” he asked Eileen.

“If her brother approves,” said Lady Prellham. “Which I doubt he will.”

“He approves,” said George coming up beside them. “Let’s get out of here.”

Thomas held out his arm, and Eileen put her hand through it. They followed George out the door, Lady Prellham and Rose taking up positions behind them. The main hallways were lit with candles, and a fair number of older courtiers were also making their way out. They moved slowly through the hallways and into the family wing. Thomas walked in silence, unable to think of anything to say that wasn’t inconsequential. At last they reached Eileen’s door. George, Lady Prellham and Rose all stood, waiting for Thomas to say goodnight.

“I’m sorry about today,” said Thomas at last. “All of it, except for the times when I got to dance with you.”

Eileen managed a smile, but it was tired and sad. Thomas squeezed her hands. “Will I see you at practice in the morning?”

Eileen bit her lip. “I don’t… I don’t think I want to…”

“Of course not.” Thomas mentally kicked himself. “At breakfast, then.”

“Yes,” agreed Eileen. “At breakfast.”

He bowed to her, and she let go his hands and went to her brother.

“Goodnight, Thomas,” said George.

Thomas bowed to him, then to Lady Prellham and Rose. “Goodnight.”
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The practice room was cold and silent the next morning. Thomas hadn’t expected anyone to be there, but had hoped for Henry at least. He waited a quarter hour, then began exercising alone, running and climbing the ropes and pulling up on the bars. He had finished three circuits of the room by the time Baron Goshawk and Lord John stepped in.

Thomas, already tired, ran another circuit of the room’s ladders, ropes and bars, then a fifth, just to show he could. Baron Goshawk joined Thomas for the two laps. Lord John picked a practice rapier and began going through cuts and parries in the air.

Thomas called a stop at the end of his fifth lap.

“I see Miss Eileen isn’t in this morning,” said Lord John, lightly emphasizing her new title.

Thomas felt a heat that had nothing to do with the exercise. It came out in his tone. “And this surprises you?”

“Not really.” He gestured to the fencing floor. “A match, Thomas?”

“If you like,” said Thomas, puzzled. They put on protective gear, Thomas covered his rapier tip, and the two met on the floor.

“There was some talk among the lords of challenging you to a duel,” said Lord John. “I suggested it would be wise for someone to take your measure first.”

“You came here to see how well I could fight?” Thomas felt the heat inside him turn into a cold, vicious anger.

“Exactly,” said John. “Begin.”

John was an excellent fencer, nearly as good as Henry. Thomas fought him with a brutal precision, scoring three unanswered wounds on John before landing the killing blow.

“Well done,” called Goshawk from the sidelines.

“Very well done,” said Lord John. “I’ll be sure to tell the lords.”

“Do that,” said Thomas, stripping off his mask.

“Of course, it’s not likely that it will be just you that they attack,” said John. “Or do you think they’ve forgotten really who stabbed Charles?”

“If they go near her—”

“If they go near her,” said John, stepping close to Thomas and lowering his voice, “you will be powerless to stop them. You don’t have the rank, you don’t have enough friends, and you don’t have any influence to help keep them in check.”

Thomas faltered, “Henry—”

“Henry is busy,” said John. “My father has him running from council to council, appeasing the merchants and the councillors and convincing them that waiting until spring is actually the right thing to do. He isn’t here. And that old woman and child who accompany Eileen will do very little to stop the lords, should they want to do something nasty.” John waited for the words to sink in, then added. “And just to make it worse for you, you can’t go challenge them because we need their fathers on our side, come the spring.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?” demanded Thomas, rage and helplessness making his voice rise.

“First, lower your voice,” said Lord John. “Second, don’t go outside the castle with Eileen. You’ll be easy targets. Third, find someone other than Henry who can protect her. Preferably a man of rank and influence.” He looked pointedly at Baron Goshawk, and Thomas realized that Lord John had kept his voice quiet enough not to carry to the baron’s ears. John smiled. “And it doesn’t hurt that Eileen likes him, either.”

John stepped off the fencing floor and stripped away his protective gear. “I must go. The match was very amusing. Baron Goshawk, your turn, I believe.”

The baron bowed to Lord John and waited until the other man had left before coming to the edge of the floor. “Did you want to have a match today, Thomas? You don’t look well.”

The baron wasn’t fat or wasted like many of the young lords; he was trim and strong and carried a fair bit of muscle. And annoyingly handsome. And older than Henry. And given to flirting with young girls. Thomas felt his jaw tightening. “One more.”

“All right.” The baron padded himself and buttoned his blades.

“All out.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“All out. Like Henry and I did.”

The baron gave Thomas a long look before saying, “If you wish.”

Baron Goshawk was quite good; Thomas knew that from their previous matches. Today, though, fuelled by anger, Thomas fought harder. The baron felt Thomas’s mood and gave as good as he got. The two fenced back and forth across the floor. Then Thomas changed tactics. 

When the baron attacked again, Thomas parried the other’s blade away and closed the distance, hooking his arm under the baron’s. With a quick motion, he sent Baron Goshawk flying. The man hit the ground in a heap and Thomas leapt forward, planting his point in the middle of the baron’s chest. “Kill!”

Goshawk knocked Thomas’s blade away with his own and scrambled to his feet. “That was hardly fair play!”

“All out means all out,” said Thomas, enjoying the look on the other’s face. “No rules except calling the hits when they come.”

“And telling me that at the beginning would have been useful!”

“I would have thought it was obvious,” said Thomas. “Do you want to go again?”

“Yes,” said the baron, getting to his feet. “I do.”

“When you’re ready.”

The baron charged, nearly skewering Thomas. Thomas dodged, and Goshawk stepped in close, punching him solidly in the side of the head, the dagger in his hand adding weight to the hit.

Thomas staggered back and kicked the baron in the thigh. The baron stumbled away and Thomas shook his head to clear it. A moment later they clashed again, first with swords, then closing to fisticuffs distance. They fought with dagger blades, pommels, fists and feet; kicking at each other’s legs, pummelling the other’s face and body, and all the while stabbing and cutting with the daggers. It was a game of pain; who could take the most before backing off and letting the other man get the use of his sword first.

 The baron shifted his feet, dropped his sword, and grabbed Thomas. Thomas realized too late what was happening and found himself flying through the air to the edge of the fencing floor. The baron picked up his sword in the same motion and charged after. Thomas hit the ground rolling, reached his feet, spun, and in the same motion dropped again to the ground, one leg sideways behind him, one hand holding his weight as the other drove his blade upwards, under the baron’s attack and into the man’s solar plexus.

The air wooshed out of Goshawk’s lungs and he doubled over, impaled by his own momentum. Thomas stayed where he was, blade still out, until Goshawk stumbled back a few paces and fell to his knees.

“Kill,” rasped the baron. He wrenched off his mask and threw it away. “And damn you.”

Thomas collapsed to the ground, pulled off his own mask and tossed it aside. He lay, gasping until he got his wind back.

“Do you mind,” gasped the baron, after a while, “telling me what you are playing at?”

Thomas felt his stomach go sour. Any satisfaction he had at winning the match faded away. He pushed himself to his feet and offered a hand to the baron. Goshawk glared at him, but took the offered hand and got up. Thomas stepped back and, swallowing the bitterness he felt, bowed low. “Baron Goshawk, I need your assistance.”

 

***

 

Thomas made it to breakfast before Baron Goshawk, even though he had to stop by his room and clean the worst of the scrapes and bruises. He found Eileen and Lady Prellham already seated, with Rose again standing behind Eileen. Does the girl ever get the chance to eat? Thomas wondered. 

“Good morning, all,” said Thomas. “May I join you?”

“Of course,” said Eileen.

“He must sit across from you,” said Lady Prellham. “Not beside.”

“Lady Prellham is instructing me on how to act like a lady,” Eileen said in the pleasant, calm voice she always used just before she was ready to explode. She took a hard look at Thomas’s face. “What happened to you?”

“Practice,” said Thomas. “We went a little harder than usual.” He turned to Lady Prellham before Eileen could ask anything more. “What will Miss Eileen be doing today?”

“Miss Gobhann will be spending the morning in study,” said Lady Prellham. “She is understandably behind her peers.”

“Apparently my manners aren’t good enough,” said Eileen. “Nor do I understand the least bit of what it is to be noble.”

“Do not use that tone,” said Lady Prellham. “A lady never shows her anger. She channels it to further her ends.”

Eileen’s lips pressed together hard. Thomas guessed this wasn’t the first time she had been lectured that morning. He moved on. “And is this going to take all day?”

“The morning,” said Lady Prellham. “This afternoon we will be doing embroidery.”

“Fun,” said Thomas, earning another glare from Eileen. “Is Miss Eileen able to see visitors while she embroiders?”

“She is,” said Lady Prellham, grudgingly, “provided her brother deems them to be appropriate.”

“Her brother is out training with the knights.”

“Then I will decide who I deem appropriate,” said Lady Prellham, her tone making it fairly clear that Thomas was unlikely to be on that list.

Servants began setting out plates of eggs and sausage as Baron Goshawk came in. He was limping, Thomas noted with some satisfaction, and had his own set of bruises. The baron spotted them at once and came straight to their table. “Miss Eileen,” he said, bowing and ignoring Thomas entirely. “And Lady Prellham and Miss Rose. Good morning to you all.”

“And to you, Baron,” said Lady Prellham. “Will you be joining us for breakfast?”

“I was thinking I would,” said the baron, smiling at Thomas. “If Miss Gobhann doesn’t mind?”

Eileen looked over the baron’s bruises, then back at Thomas, who had schooled his face into a neutral expression. “Of course.”

The baron sat. “And what are you doing today, Miss Gobhann?”

Eileen told him and the baron’s eyebrows went up. “It seems a rather dull way to spend an afternoon. Perhaps I could convince Lady Prellham otherwise.”

“And what did you have in mind, Baron Goshawk?” asked Lady Prellham.

“A carriage ride,” said the baron. “To see the ice sculptures in the park.”

“Ice sculptures?” asked Eileen.

“We grow bored in winter, so each year we hold an ice sculpture contest. It will be cold, but I do have warming pans in the carriage. I was planning on going and would welcome the company.”

“I don’t know,” said Eileen. “Thomas—”

“I cannot,” said Thomas. “I have to find Baron Gallen, and learn what I can about the raiders.”

“I would be happy to take all three of you ladies,” said the baron. “There is room for four in the carriage.”

“It does sound fun…” Eileen looked to Lady Prellham. “May we?”

“If the baron is inviting us,” said Lady Prellham, agreeing with a speed Thomas knew would never have happened had he been suggesting the trip, “then we would be unkind to refuse.”

“I’ll send a message to  let George know,” said Eileen. “Thank you, Baron.”

“My pleasure,” said Goshawk, smiling.

Thomas managed to keep any expression off his face, and left as soon as he politely could.

 

***

 

The air outside the castle was achingly cold. Thomas shivered even in his thick cloak and warm coat, and he moved through the streets at a quick walk, hoping to stay warm.

People still loitered in the street, shifting from foot to foot, huddling together for warmth and watching the passers-by with eyes squinted against the winter sun and faces pinched with hunger. Thomas had put his purse deep into his clothes to keep it from jingling, and had his rapier ready to hand just under his cloak. There was no need for it. The people were quietly desperate, not violent.

Not yet, Thomas thought. But how long?

Thomas spotted new posters only a block from the castle. The first called for the death of all witches. Others called for all to embrace the High Father as their road to salvation. Those were done in the same style Thomas had seen before. There were a dozen new posters beside. Some more attacked the duke for being too cowardly to come out from behind the city walls and face the invaders. Others insulted Lord Richard or John or Henry. Graffiti on the walls made comments about them all, and other names Thomas did not know but guessed to be city councillors.

Thomas kept walking, wondering how he was going to find Baron Gallen. With no other real place to go, he traced his route back to the bookstore he had visited twice before.

“Ah, good day, sir!” said Barry from behind the counter. He was sharpening quills into pens. “Come looking for more books?”

“I have,” said Thomas. “Anything come in?”

“Nothing of magic,” said the bookseller, “or even worthy of note. But a few volumes have come my way, if you want to look at them. Four books stacked together. Back shelf on the left.”

Thomas went to the back of the shop and found the books. None had titles or marks on the bindings, and all were cheaply bound in garish colours. He leafed through them all without stopping to look at the contents. He saw no spark of magic in any of them. Sighing, he looked at the frontspiece of one and found it labelled, “An Account of the Travels of Lord Smelt Ramstad Amongst the Northern Tribes.” Thomas had some doubts at the name, but flipped it open and began reading. The dedication—to Lord Smelt’s father, the Baron Ramstad—promised to examine “…the customs, behaviours and traditions of the northern tribes, as seen by Lord Smelt’s own eyes, during the travels of his youth, for the education and edification of those who wish to learn more of our perennial enemy.”

Thomas paged through the book, catching impressive illustrations of northern warriors and scantily-clad northern women—the second a rather unlikely exaggeration, given the climate. Chapter titles talked of customs, rituals and belief in magic. Thomas took the first book back to Barry. “How much for this one?”

“Ah,” said the bookseller, leaning close to peer at it. “Hubert Smith’s lies about Lord Smelt. That I can let go for a reasonable price.”

“Lies?” repeated Thomas, disappointed.

“Some of the finest,” said the bookseller. “There was no Lord Smelt, no journey north, except under arms, that didn’t end in complete disaster, until the last battle—five years ago, now.”

“Oh.” Thomas put the book down. “I won’t be needing it, then.”

“I thought not,” said Barry. “Any luck in your search?”

“Not so far,” said Thomas. “And speaking of that, do you know the location of Baron Gallen?”

“I do not,” said the bookseller. “Is he one of the refugees?”

“He is.”

“Then you would be best asking in the street, I think.”

“Of course,” said Thomas, wondering why he hadn’t thought of it himself. “Thanks.”

“Good luck to you,” said Barry. Thomas buttoned up his coat and stepped again into the cold air. There was no one loitering on the bookseller’s street, so he retraced his steps to one of the main thoroughfares.

He picked a group of men standing in the shelter of an archway, stomping their feet to keep the cold away and tucking their rag-wrapped hands under their arms. They watched with suspicion as he approached.

“Good day,” said Thomas. “Do any of you know where I might find Baron Gallen?”

The men looked amongst themselves for a moment, then one asked, “And what do you want him for?”

“To talk. Can you tell me where I might find him?”

“Talk about what?”

“About the invaders,” said Thomas. “Lord Henry and the duke are gathering information, and I’m to talk to Baron Gallen.”

“Hmph,” said one of the men. “First I heard of anyone asking anything about the invaders other than, ‘Are they here yet?’”

The men chuckled, and Thomas smiled. “That’s true enough.”

“You’re talking to the wrong men,” said another of the group. “The baron’s in the eastern section. Got himself some proper houses to stay in, instead of sleeping in the streets.”

“At least they’ll share if you ask,” said a third man. “Not like that bastard Sir Wessex. He won’t let anyone not of his town into his compound, and only the merchants at that. Riff-raff like us get to stay outside.”

“Wessex?” said Thomas. “Don’t know him.”

“From the mountain passes,” said the first man. “Used to having them in the west come after him. Of course, this enemy came the other way, took him by surprise. He scampered in here with a train of a dozen soldiers and his family. The rest of his people came later, what was left of them. Bastard left them to fend for themselves.”

“Explains why he’s hiding,” said Thomas. “And where are you from?”

“Us?” the first man snorted. “Stand on the wall, you can see what’s left of our village, halfway along the lake.”

“I’m sorry,” said Thomas. “The east section, you said?”

“Aye. Where the likes of us used to stay when we’d come in to help with harvest or the iron ore shipments.”

“East it is,” said Thomas. “Thanks again.”

Thomas picked a main thoroughfare and headed east. It ended in a large square, and another, smaller street took him into the eastern section of the town. The outer portions of it reminded him of the student quarter; shabby buildings, kept only liveable enough to keep their renters coming back. The further in he went, though, the shabbier the buildings became. A few questions to some passers-by got him glares and muttered answers, and Thomas wasn’t sure he’d have got the second had it not been for the hand he rested on his sword as he asked.

At last, he found a narrow alley that led to a courtyard surrounded by dilapidated buildings and filled with tents housing men and women and children. No one was moving much, and all eyes were on Thomas as he walked in. There was some muttering, but no hostile movement. Thomas went toward one of the houses and approached the men standing there.

“I’m looking to speak to Baron Gallen,” said Thomas. “Is he in?”

“Not in here,” said one of the men. “What do you want to speak to him about?”

“The invaders,” said Thomas. “Lord Henry sent me to find what information I could, to help defeat them.”

The man spat on the ground. “Won’t defeat anyone until the duke lets his men out of the city.”

“I don’t speak for the duke,” said Thomas. “Only for myself. Can you tell me where Baron Gallen is?”

“Behind you,” said the second man. “The second building on the right. He and his family live on the top floor.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas. “Did you want to escort me there, or shall I go myself?”

“Escort you?” The second man snorted. “What, you can’t find it yourself?”

“No, it’s just the way of these court types,” said the first. “Need an introduction to go say hello.” He pushed himself off the door he was leaning against. “Come on, I’ll escort you.”

“I’ll come with,” said the second. “Got nothing better to do.”

“Don’t suppose there’s any money in it for us?” asked the first.

“Very little,” said Thomas, “but I can manage something.”

“Fair enough.” The men led Thomas across the courtyard, dodging the various tents and children and occasional half-fed goats and chickens to the door of the building opposite. Instead of going to the front door, one of the men led him to a stairway on the side of the building. A single man with a sword at his side—the only weapon Thomas had seen in the courtyard, he realized—stood a bored watch.

“Hey Marcus, Chris,” said the guard. “What brings you here?”

“Escort duty,” said the first man. “This one here wants to see the baron.”

“The baron’s with his family,” said the guard. “Who are you to disturb him?”

“He says Lord Henry sent him.”

“And that it’s important.”

“About defeating the invaders.”

The guard looked thoroughly unimpressed. “From Lord Henry, are you?”

“Aye. Thomas Flarety is my name.”

“Well, then, wait here.”

The man went up the stairs. Thomas’s escort exchanged a bored look, but waited with him. Thomas took the moment to dig out his purse and find some copper coins. “How’s everyone here doing?”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean, how are people faring?” said Thomas. “How do you hold up?”

The bigger man shrugged. “We survive. Get work now and then, which puts some bread on the table. Otherwise, gruel is what we get.”

“It’s what the baron gets, too, Marcus,” said Chris. “There’s nothing that reaches his table that doesn’t reach ours, too.”

“True enough.”

“Thomas Flarety!” the call came from the soldier standing on the stairs. “The baron will see you. Come up.”

“I come,” said Thomas. He turned to the two men beside him and offered a pair of coppers and his hand. “My thanks. This will get you some food, and I’ll stand you to a drink, once this mess is over.”

“The Four knows when that’ll be,” said Marcus, taking the coppers and giving one to his friend before shaking Thomas’s hand. “You just get the duke to clear the land so we can go home.”

“I’ll do what I can.” Thomas mounted the stairs to the baron’s apartment. The soldier stepped inside to let Thomas through the doorway, then back out to resume his post, pulling the door closed behind him.

The apartment was no bigger than Thomas’s own in Hawksmouth. The windows were smudged with dirt, and one pane had been replaced with a thin piece of wood. The fireplace was small and soot-covered and the blaze in it gave hardly any heat. The only furniture was a pair of splintery benches and a long table, at which sat the baron and his wife and three children. They still wore their coats and boots and sat around five empty bowls which Thomas suspected had contained the same gruel that the men below were complaining about.

“Greetings, Thomas Flarety,” said Baron Gallen. “How fares Lord Henry?”

“Well,” said Thomas, bowing. “He sends his regards.”

The baron nodded, then presented the thin, hard-looking woman beside him. “My wife, the Lady Grace.”

Thomas bowed again, “My Lady.”

“And my children, Elise, Nancy and Frederick.”

“My pleasure to meet you all,” said Thomas, bowing deeper than before and getting a spate of giggle from Elise and Frederick. Nancy sat tall and nodded in the same way her mother had, acting as much the lady as a girl of eleven could manage. Thomas smiled at the three of them. “I am afraid I must ask your pardon, for I need to speak to your father.”

“You have to ask permission to speak with father,” piped up Elise. “’Cause he’s the baron.”

“This is true,” said Thomas.

“Well,” said Frederick. “Ask!”

Thomas turned to the baron and gave the finest court bow he could manage. “My Lord Baron, may I have permission to speak with you regarding matters urgent to the duke and yourself?”

“Aye, you may,” said Gallen, smiling at his younger two children. Nancy, Thomas noticed, was looking mortified. “Run along, you three. Tell Dudley you want to see the new puppies.”

The two youngest cheered and jumped up at once. Their older sibling did her best to look as if puppies were beneath her, though Thomas could see the spark in her eyes. She rose with dignity, curtseyed to Thomas and followed the other two out of the room.

“So,” said Gallen when they’d left. “What brings you here?”

“I’m trying to learn all I can about the enemy, so we’ll be better prepared to face them, come the spring.”

Gallen frowned. “Does the duke still think he can wait until spring?”

“I don’t know the duke’s thoughts,” hedged Thomas. 

Gallen leaned forward. “Will you be part of the attack, young Thomas?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“And is that why Lord Henry brought you from the South?” Gallen’s eyes pierced into Thomas’s. “I would have thought he’d have better uses for one such as yourself.”

Such as myself? “I’m not sure what you mean, my lord.”

“There are stories,” said Gallen, “that say you killed a bishop. Is it true?”

“Aye.”

“Is it true you used magic to do it?”

Thomas managed to keep from swearing out loud, even as he mentally cursed Father Roberts. “I used my rapier, my lord. And I would be interested to know who said I used magic on the bishop, rather than the other way around.”

“Rumour,” said Baron Gallen. He nodded at his wife. “Grace here told me this morning.”

“Heard it from one of the girls at the tavern,” said Lady Grace. “I don’t know who they heard it from.”

And so I’m notorious, thought Thomas. Wonderful.

“I am not surprised to hear it is not true,” said Baron Gallen. “It would be far too handy for Lord Henry to suddenly produce someone who could face down a magician.”

“I would tend to agree, my lord,” said his wife. “Which does lead one to wonder why Lord Henry brought you here?”

I was far too handy. “He and I faced the bishop’s magic together this summer. He thought I could help him defeat the enemy’s magic, also.”

The baron leaned his arms on the table. “Can you?”

“I am working on it, my lord. Can you tell me what happened when the enemy attacked your town?”

“They killed us,” said Lady Gallen, her voice cold and angry. “They brought down the walls as though they were nothing, and they destroyed our town with fire.”

Thomas thought about it. “What were the walls made of?”

“Wood,” said Baron Gallen. “Trunks two feet thick.”

“Impressive,” said Thomas.

“I thought so, before.”

Thomas thought about it. “How did they come down?”

Baron Gallen frowned. “What do you mean, how?”

“Did they collapse on themselves? Did they fall over? Did they explode?”

“They looked as if they’d been uprooted,” said Baron Gallen. “But I didn’t see them fall myself.”

“Is there anyone who did?”

Baron Gallen shook his head. “The men on watch were the first to die. Then when the fires started...” He shook his head. “We tried to defend the town, but they lit every building...”

“How?” said Thomas. “I mean, did anyone see them light the buildings?”

“I did,” said Lady Gallen. “From the window of the manor. After the first shock, my lord began to rally his men. They drove the invaders back.”

“It was hard fighting,” said Baron Gallen, grimacing. “They weren’t armoured. Had nothing more than skins and blades and bows. We rallied and began driving them back, street by street. We had them as far back as the tavern.”

“I saw one of them break from their ranks,” said Lady Gallen. “I thought it was a sign they were weakening, but...”

“The tavern next to us suddenly blazed up...” Baron Gallen’s voice was shaking as he spoke. “The entire second floor and the roof, all at once. I could hear children screaming inside.”

“The man who broke ranks,” said Lady Gallen. “Fire came from him, flying out from his hand and spreading as it flew. Like...” She shook her head. “I have not seen its like.”

“I have,” said Thomas. “On the road here.”

“The man threw fire again, this time at my troops. It killed four of my men, and the rest broke.” Gallen hung his head, shaking it like a tired dog. “We all broke and ran. We retreated to the manor and brought in as many of our people as we could. Half the town was on fire by then. We expected them to fire the manor but they didn’t. They just faded into the night. The next day we gathered all that survived and brought them together. There were too many of us to stay in the manor, and with no walls left to the town they could fire it at will, so...”

“All the walls came down?”

“Not all,” said Gallen. “The west wall came down, and when it went, it tore part of the south wall with it.”

“My lord organized the women and children and half his men and sent us here, with riders going ahead to ask for the duke’s help,” said Lady Gallen. “He stayed in the manor with the men and waited for the enemy or reinforcements.”

“The reinforcements didn’t come?”

“They did not,” said Baron Gallen. “It took the women and children four days to reach the city in the snow, but the duke would not send men out to us. We were running out of food when the enemy came. At night again.”

“And they fired the manor?”

“Aye. And we were watching for them. A fog came up, filling the streets. The enemy reached the manor and lit the fires before anyone saw them.” He shook his head. “We gave them a good fight, though. Killed at least a dozen when we broke their line, and the same again when we were retreating through the woods.”

Thomas nodded. “Has anyone gone back, since?”

“Not in force. Two of my men volunteered to circle back. The town was deserted, the manor was gone. There was no way we could hold it, so we came here. Not that there is much here for us.” He leaned forward on the table. “Why will the duke not attack?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “Maybe he doesn’t want to wage a winter war.”

Gallen shook his head. “We’ve fought wars in winter before,” he said. “We won most of them.” He stood up and walked to the window, looking through the dirty pane at the people gathered in the square. “I’ve got people sleeping in the streets, and the coldest part of winter isn’t here yet.” He turned back at Thomas. “I’ll have folks frozen to death by the turn of the year, and we don’t have the worst of it. There are others who came without more than the clothes on their backs, who beg and starve in the streets. The population of the city has doubled. There’s no way the food is going to last until spring.”

“I’ll do what I can,” said Thomas, knowing the words were hollow. He had no power over the duke, no influence save with Henry. “I’ll keep gathering information, and hopefully find a way to help.”

“What more information do you need?” asked Lady Gallen. “You know the enemy uses witchcraft. You know they can throw fire at will, and you know they are taking the duchy apart.”

“They can’t throw fire at will,” said Thomas, realizing it was true as the words left his mouth. “If they could throw fire anytime they want, why didn’t they destroy the entire town the first night? Why didn’t they chase the refugees? Why did they wait two weeks to attack again?”

Gallen looked thoughtful. “I don’t know.”

“Neither do I,” said Thomas. “But it might be a weakness we can exploit. And now, I’ll take my leave.”

“Go,” said Gallen. “Tell the duke I await his command to march.”

“I will,” said Thomas. He bowed and headed for the door. A thought struck him. “My lord, may I ask why you and your wife are not housed at court?”

Gallen shrugged. “No place was offered.”

“None of those who have lost their villages have been invited to stay at court,” said Lady Gallen.

Thomas frowned. “What about Baron Goshawk?”

Gallen shook his head. “The baron didn’t lose his town. He just happened to be here when the duke decided to close the city.”

Lucky him, Thomas thought as he slipped out the door into the cold air.


20

For five days Thomas criss-crossed the city, searching every bookseller he could find for any book with the slightest hint of magic and talking to the refugees in the streets and listening to their stories. Each afternoon he retreated to the duke’s family library to warm up and write down what he had heard and study as much as he could about Frostmire. The last was in part to see if he could find something in the duchy’s history that would tell them who the raiders were, and in part to drive some of what he had heard during the day out of his head.

It didn’t work.

Thomas hadn’t found a single book with any magic in it. Instead, he had collected horror stories from the refugees. He had the names of twenty raided towns and villages. He had stories of walls coming down, and fogs that rose with no reason. He heard of fire thrown from men’s hands, burning thatch roofs and wood buildings and people. He watched men and women try not to weep as they spoke of those they had lost. Sometimes the raiders had been on horse, sometimes on foot. Every time, the villages and towns were burnt and their inhabitants driven out. The bleak images of destruction that the survivors painted left Thomas sleepless with horror some nights, with images of murdered men, women and children in his head.

It was depressing, tiring, cold work, and Thomas had no one to do it with.

Thomas had followed Lord John’s advice and did not ask Eileen to come out with him. Not that he would have had the chance. Lady Prellham had Eileen’s mornings occupied with lessons, and Baron Goshawk was there all the rest of the time. In the course of the week, Eileen had seen the ice sculptures, attended the theatre and spent several afternoons playing cards or dicing with the baron. Goshawk breakfasted with Eileen and Lady Prellham, ate dinner with them, took them out for excursions in the afternoon. Lady Prellham was quite happy to have his presence, and Eileen sounded like she was having fun.

It was exactly what Thomas had asked Goshawk to do. Unfortunately, Goshawk had taken to it with a will. He was constantly at Eileen’s aside, constantly attentive, and constantly charming. Especially when Thomas was around.

Thomas thought of bringing George out with him, but his friend was too busy training with the knights. He didn’t even come to breakfast anymore. And Henry was constantly off on his father’s business, talking to merchants and councillors. No one save Thomas went to practice in the mornings anymore. Thomas practised anyway, as much to drive the dreams out of his head as to keep his skills up.

Evening was closing in on the fifth day and Thomas was in the library going through the long list of dates, places, and names of the dead when Henry walked in. “You’re here.”

“I am,” said Thomas. “Where have you been?”

“Meeting with the city council. And the merchant council. And the tradesmen council. And the citizen council. One more council and I may well go mad. Where have you been?”

“In the city, talking to refugees. Or here, trying to learn more about Frostmire.”

“Then you haven’t heard that my father has invited the High Father’s envoy to dine at the great hall this evening.”

Thomas felt a chill go through him. “No, I hadn’t heard. Is it another banquet?”

“No, or you would be required to attend. But they are dining in the great hall, and would no doubt love to speak with you.”

“Wonderful.” Thomas felt a shiver of cold go through his body and willed it to stop. He told himself it was just from the cold. “What about George and Eileen?”

Henry shook his head. “Too late for them. Baron Goshawk invited them to sit at his table this evening.”

“Of course he did.”

“Been with Eileen all week, too,” said Henry. “Amelia told me.”

“I know,” said Thomas.

Henry smiled at his tone. “You don’t need to worry about them, anyway. Baron Goshawk is too high ranking for the envoy to risk upsetting. You, on the other hand, he’d do his best to embarrass. And probably ask loud questions you can’t answer in public.”

Thomas nodded. “Not to worry. I’ll stay out of the hall.” 

“Good.” Henry peered down at Thomas’s notebook. “What’s that?”

“A list of the towns and villages that have fallen. I count twenty, all told.”

“Twenty?” Henry was appalled. “That’s about a fifth of the villages in the duchy.”

Thomas handed Henry his notebook. “There’s some more to add, but I think it’s about twenty.”

Henry stared at the pages and shook his head. “Any pattern?”

“To the way the enemy attacked,” said Thomas. “Walls coming down and fire. Enemy mounted or on foot. As for where and when, I don’t know yet. Got a map?”

“I can get one,” said Henry. “I’ll meet you in your tower in a bit. Get the fire going and warm the place up.”

“Can you bring some food, too?”

“Starving, are you?”

“Not starving,” said Thomas, remembering the gauntness of the men he’d spoken to in the streets. “Just hungry. And since I’m not going to be at dinner...”

Henry nodded. “I’ll bring something.” 

Thomas had the fire going and the room was starting to warm up when Henry finally knocked. 

Henry brought two bottles of wine and a pair of cups, plus a pair of very large sheets of vellum rolled up under his arm. Thomas looked at his burdens and relieved him of the wine. “Any food to go with this?”

“Some,” said Henry. He looked over his shoulder. “Sir Lawrence?”

“Yes, Lord Henry,” came from the dark hallway, and Lawrence stepped in, carrying a tray filled with meat, bread, cheese, and dried fruit. He placed it on the table and stepped back to the door.

“Open the wine,” said Henry. “And pour me a glass.”

“Can I get something to eat?” asked Thomas.

“Wine first,” said Henry, starting to unroll the map. “I brought the list of the towns that had been sacked before I left.”

Thomas snagged a slice of meat off the plate and shoved it into his mouth before opening the wine. He tossed a smile at Lawrence, but the other didn’t smile back. Thomas sighed, wishing the knight had not been so distant since he learned of Thomas’s power. Doesn’t matter, Thomas thought. As long as he’s on our side, he can be as stand-offish as he likes.

He poured the wine. “Would you like one, Sir Lawrence?”

“No, thank you.”

“Don’t bother,” said Henry, unrolling the map on the floor and using Thomas’s book and some wood from the fire to weigh down the corners. “He’s got a mother hen complex. He should be at dinner with the others, but insisted on staying by me.”

“Well, someone should,” said Lawrence, his tone indicating they’d already had this discussion.

“No one needs to. But suit yourself.” Henry leaned back from the map. “Here, Thomas. What do you think?”

The map detailed every settlement in Frostmire. There was the city itself, five major towns and a dozen smaller ones, a hundred smaller settlements ranging from the small walled villages they had stayed in to simple farming communities, plus every watchtower and outpost in the duchy. Names and numbers of inhabitants were written beside each dot on the map, along with the names of the forests, hills and mountains, rivers and lakes.

“Nice detail,” said Thomas. “Are we allowed to mark on it?”

“No.” Henry spread the second large, rolled-up sheet as Thomas retrieved his notebook. The sheet was very thin and nearly transparent, and the same size as the map beneath it. Henry laid it over the first. 

“Good thinking.” Thomas helped Henry smooth down the second sheet, and moved the lamp closer. He could barely make out the sheet below.

“We need more light,” said Henry.

“Aye.” Thomas turned back to Lawrence. “Could you lock the door?”

Sir Lawrence looked surprised at the request but when Henry nodded his head, went to the door and shot the bolt into place.

Thomas raised one hand above the map. He closed his eyes and thought about it a moment, then focused his mind. A white light began glowing from his palm.

Thomas heard Lawrence gasp, but didn’t stop. The light was much brighter than he usually created. Henry began roughly outlining the map. He marked every town and village, circling the ones that had been destroyed by the raiders and putting the date beside them. Even after Thomas’s list was done, Henry kept going, adding in villages and towns that had been destroyed before Henry headed south. When Henry had finished those, he quickly traced out marks for the mountains in the west and the border in the north, as well as the other major geographical features. It was painstaking work and took most of an hour, and Thomas felt himself getting quite tired by the end of it.

Henry sat back and looked at the map. “Well, what have we learned?”

Thomas let the light in his hand fade, and both blinked until their eyes adjusted. Thomas looked over the map. “The attacks run southeast.”

“Not by date,” said Henry. “They’re all over the place.”

Thomas looked over the dates on the map and sighed. 

“Too bad. I thought we’d found a pattern.” He surveyed the markings again. “Of course, there may still be one.” He circled a half-dozen untouched villages with his finger. All lay within twenty miles of the city. “Do we know if these towns are still here?”

“Haven’t heard anything to the contrary,” said Henry. “Of course, no messengers have gone out since we left.”

“So they could be gone.”

“If they were fired, someone would have seen the smoke. And we would have had refugees banging on our doors, I’m sure.”

“How about these?” said Thomas, pointing at the towns nearest the mountains. “Would you know if they were gone?”

“No,” said Henry. “Too far away. But that one,” he pointed at a major town at the base of the mountain, “is where the iron mines are. It’s a fortress. Richard’s knights are based there. The Order of the Bear. If anyone is still holding, they are.”

Thomas stared at the map some more. “What about the battles you fought. Do you remember where they were?”

“Oh yes.” Henry pointed to a spot on the map, east of one of the first towns destroyed. “There,” he said, “Or thereabouts. That’s where we first came across them in the field. We were camping for the night. Fifty levies, twenty knights. They attacked out of the dark with arrows.”

“So no one saw or heard them coming?”

“Not at all,” Henry bent to the map, marking the battle as he spoke. “This was after the second village was burnt, so we were mighty alert, too. Didn’t see a thing until the first arrows came.”

“Were they on foot or horse?” Thomas asked.

“Foot. Fired three volleys of arrows, then charged the camp.”

“How many?”

“Couldn’t be sure. No more than maybe thirty, though. We rallied together and started driving them back. Then the first fire came.” Henry looked at Sir Lawrence. “Remember it?”

“Aye, my lord,” said Lawrence. “Burned through our line. Killed a half-dozen men with the first blast, then the same again. At that point there were horses screaming and people on fire. Lord Henry tried to reform the line, but by that time the enemy was gone. Didn’t even leave a body behind.”

“Did you chase them?” asked Thomas.

“We tried. Had good trackers with us, too. Both were killed by archers on the first day. We charged whenever we’d see an arrow, but it did no good. They’d be gone by the time we got there.”

“Good at woodcraft, then.”

“More than that,” said the knight. “They’d attack us from the only cover in a mile; we’d surround it, charge in looking, and not find anything. The last time we did it, the archer was in a grove. Henry had us surround it and we cut down every bush and tree, looking for him or some sign of where he’d gone to ground. There was nothing.”

“That night, we camped in open ground,” said Henry. “No fires so we could see in the dark. They still caught us unaware. Lost another half-dozen men that night. We came back to Frostmire the next day with our tails between our legs to get reinforcements.”

“We went out with everyone, the next time,” said Sir Lawrence. “Lord Henry brought the entire levy with him—nearly two hundred men, plus all of the Wolves. We scoured the country and didn’t find a thing.”

“Odd,” said Thomas.

“Aye, that’s one word for it.” agreed the knight. “Then on the way back they ambushed us. A hundred of them, on a guess, though we never saw them all.”

“Day or night?”

“Day, but you could barely tell. There was fog enough that you couldn’t see ten yards away. They hit us with archers first, then cavalry. When we rallied, they used fire again. We held, but that’s all we did.”

“Lost another five knights,” said Henry. “And twenty or so of the levies.”

“That’s when Lord Henry took the arrow in the thigh,” said Sir Lawrence.

Thomas looked down at the map. “And where was that?”

“There,” said Henry, pointing.

“And the other battles?”

Henry drew the battles on the map and told the stories that went with them. Men killed, attacks in the dark, fire and fog and an enemy that was impossible to find. John and Richard had also led out excursions. Richard had chased the enemy for four days, but never saw them. John faced a troop of two hundred of the enemy and was soundly defeated.

“That was the last of the battles before I went south,” said Henry. “I guess there haven’t been any since.”

“But a lot of villages destroyed.”

“Aye. Then father ordered the gates closed, and decided to wait out the winter.”

Thomas looked over the battles on the map, a record of lost lives and defeats, laid out before them. The battles were in the same swath where the enemy had been making their attacks. “Where were we when we were attacked?”

Henry pointed at the map. “Here.”

Thomas made the mark, and added a note. “Enemy defeated. Sixteen killed.”

Henry nodded. “Small victory. But I’ll take it.”

“Me, too. More wine?”

A knock at the door caught them by surprise. Henry looked to Thomas. “Expecting anyone?”

Thomas caught the edge in his voice. “I’m not. Should I be worried?”

Henry thought about it for longer than Thomas would have liked. “Shouldn’t be,” said Henry. “Open the door.”

Thomas got to his feet.

“Not you,” said Henry. “Sir Lawrence, please.”

“Are you not telling me something?” asked Thomas.

The question went unanswered as Lawrence opened the door. Amelia swept under his arm and into the room. 

 “Oh, you are here, Lord Henry! You were expected at dinner with Father Roberts and didn’t come. I was worried about you and offered to come find you!”

“How thoughtful of you,” said Henry, with barely any irony in his voice.

“And to find you here, of all places.” Amelia turned on Thomas. “How could you take Lord Henry away from his dinner?”

“He asked me to.”

“And what is this?” Amelia demanded, looking past him to the large sheets spread out on the floor.

“A map,” said Henry. “It shows all the villages and towns destroyed by the raiders.”

Amelia peered over the map, and her sunny disposition faltered. “I had not realized there were so many.”

“Too many,” said Henry.

“Thirty,” said Thomas. “Or at least, thirty before the gates of the city were shut.”

“Oh.” Amelia stared at the map, her smile lost. It was a while before she could take her eyes away from it, and a while longer before she managed to say, “Well, it is good to see you working at the problem. Still, your father was wondering where you had gone, Lord Henry. He was most insistent that you join him at the table. I am sure he wants you to have a chance to speak to Father Roberts.”

Henry sighed. “Of course. We’ll talk more tomorrow, Thomas. I doubt I’ll get back tonight.”

“Of course, Lord Henry,” said Thomas.

“You should come, too,” said Amelia. “Father Roberts would enjoy your presence, I’m sure. Not to mention Eileen, though Baron Goshawk has actually invited her and her brother to sit at his table, along with that horrible Lady Prellham.”

“Good of him,” said Thomas, the words escaping through gritted teeth. “Do give them all my regrets.”

“I will,” said Amelia. She held out her hand. “Well, shall we return, Lord Henry?”

Henry took her arm in his and led her out the door. Lawrence followed, pulling the door shut behind him. Thomas sat down on the ground beside the map, staring past it into the flames. He would not, he decided, be jealous because Eileen was eating a good meal in the company of the baron instead of sitting alone in her room.

Thomas stared at the map—at the swath of attacks and battles, and the one lone battle far to the south, where their small troop had been attacked on their way to the city. Somewhere in the back of his head, an idea was niggling at him. He left it alone, knowing it would come in time, and poured himself some more wine. He sat in front of the fire, eating and drinking and reading his new astronomy book.

An hour later, a page banged on the door. “Lord Henry says to come to the great hall at once. And leave the rapier behind.”

Thomas, mystified, did as he was told. He stepped in and found the room in joyous pandemonium. Men and women were cheering, laughing and drinking. Thomas spotted Henry on the podium, then noticed Father Roberts sitting between Henry and his father. Rather than risking the confrontation, Thomas searched to room until he found Baron Goshawk’s table. He moved through the crowd as quickly as he could.

“Thomas!” the baron greeted him. “Excellent news! Barons Cavish and Meekin are in sight of the walls. And they have six hundred men with them!”

Thomas blinked in surprise. “That was fast.”

“They sent a rider on ahead. Apparently they force-marched the men here from Weaversland. They say they’ll need a week before they’re ready to fight, but they’re here.” The baron looked at once jubilant and grim. “It might be enough for me to get troops to go home.”

“That would be wonderful,” said Lady Prellham. “If the duke allows it.”

“I pray he does,” said Goshawk. “I’ve been half out of my mind with worry.”

“He must allow it, mustn’t he?” said Eileen.

He hasn’t yet. Thomas kept the thought to himself. At the head table, the duke called for more wine. Cups were filled throughout the room, and one trust into Thomas’s hand. The duke raised his own high. “To victory!”

“To victory!” the entire room echoed.

“This is certainly cause for a celebration,” said the duke. “Tomorrow night the barons will be here. We will greet them with a banquet and music and our great thanks!”

More cheers followed the duke words, cups were raised again, and then again. Thomas drained his once, but only sipped at it after. The room buzzed with excited conversation and laughter. The duke rose again, announced that he was retiring for the night, and left the room, John and Richard on his heels. Henry stayed just long enough to visit Thomas.

“Excellent news!” said Henry. “I hadn’t expected them for another week at least. Maybe this will change father’s mind about going after them!”

“I hope so,” said Goshawk. “Do you think we could convince your father...?”

“We may,” said Henry. “But we’ve lost a lot of towns and a lot of the nobility. To lose another one would not be good.”

“How many?” asked Thomas. “How many nobles survived?”

“Nobles?” Henry thought about it. “Three of the knights whose villages were destroyed made it out. Of the barons, all three made it—Meekin, Cavish, Gallen. Why?”

“Not sure,” said Thomas. Given the numbers of refugees that made it to the city, and given that the nobles had guards and weapons and horses, Thomas had expected more of the nobility to have survived. Still, it might or might not mean anything... “I’m still looking for patterns.”

“Well, let me know if you find any,” said Henry. “If we could give my father an idea of the raiders’ next targets, we might be able to convince him to go out now, in force, instead of waiting until spring.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Meanwhile,” said Henry, raising his glass. “The reinforcements have arrived, and that calls for a drink.”
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Thomas was fully expecting to practise alone again when he stumbled, somewhat hung-over, into the old great hall. He forced himself through the warm-up exercises, using them to clear his mind. He had just finished when the door opened and Eileen and Rose stepped through with Lady Prellham a few steps behind. Thomas’s jaw nearly dropped. He managed to say, “Hello, Miss Eileen.”

“Thomas.”

Eileen and Rose both wore wide-legged pants that would have passed for skirts at first glance, and loose blouses tied tight beneath leather bodices. Each wore a sword on her hip.

“Very nice outfits,” said Thomas. “Your doing, Lady Prellham?”

“Indeed,” said Lady Prellham. “If they are going to fence, they must dress properly.”

“You both look splendid. Where did Miss Rose find herself a rapier?”

“A loan from Lord Henry,” said Eileen. “His when he was a boy. He sent it four days ago, to encourage me to come back to practice.”

“It would be nice if he came back to practice,” said Thomas. “He hasn’t been here in a week. Neither has George.”

“He hasn’t?” Eileen looked surprised. “George is out of our apartments long before the sun is up. I thought he was coming here.”

“He’s probably with the knights, practising his horsemanship.”

Eileen shook her head. “Sir Patrick makes it a rule not to train until after breakfast.”

Interesting, thought Thomas. “Well, no matter where he is, I’m glad you’re here.” He smiled at Rose. “Now, Miss Rose, have you ever used a rapier before?”

Rose had not, and Thomas set about teaching her the basics as he had done with Eileen only four months before. Eileen stood beside Rose, running through the basic drills with her. Lady Prellham found a stool to sit on, and she stared disapprovingly at the entire event.

“There you are,” said Baron Goshawk from the door. He nodded politely at Thomas, then turned his attention to Eileen. “I had sent a note to your rooms asking if you wished the use of my carriage today. I had not expected you to be here.”

“I thought it might...” Eileen hesitated. “I thought it would be good.” 

“Quite rightly,” said Goshawk. “It is good to see you back. May I join you?”

“Of course, Baron,” said Eileen, “though we are just teaching Rose the basics.”

“Well, now that there are four of us, why don’t we take turns on that and work on some more advanced drills? In fact, I’ll claim the fencing floor with you first.” He smiled far too pleasantly at Thomas. “If you have no objections?”

“None,” lied Thomas, who would much rather have handed Rose to the baron and stepped on the floor with Eileen, himself, if only to spend more time with her. Still, he kept working with Rose while the baron and Eileen fought across the floor. Eileen fenced methodically, but without much heart to her actions. The baron scored three hits, then the killing blow. When Eileen left the floor, Thomas excused himself from Rose and took her place. “Gentlemen’s rules today?”

“Yes,” said the baron. “The bruises on your face are fading nicely.”

“Yours too,” said Thomas. “How is your leg?”

“We’ll see. On guard.”

The baron pressed hard but Thomas defeated him, though not before receiving a pair of hits, himself.

“Well done.” The baron smiled. “Good to see you can fence as well as brawl.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas, smiling back and bowing slightly. “And now, if Eileen would join me?”

For the rest of the practice, the three took turns on the floor, while Thomas and the baron took turns instructing Rose in the use of the rapier. By the end of the workout, Eileen was sparring with a bit more vigour, but was still not her old self. It was an improvement, anyway, Thomas thought.

“So, how have you been?” Thomas asked, as they put away the fencing gear.

“Appallingly bored in the mornings,” said Eileen. “Lady Prellham has had me learning etiquette and memorizing the names of the nobility and teaching me how to walk, talk and act like a lady.” Eileen shuddered. “It’s horrible.”

“I can imagine,” said Thomas. “And the afternoons?”

“The baron has been very attentive,” said Eileen. “Claims it’s the least he can do after the fight at his party. He’s taken us everywhere, and taught me new card games. And he’s been very helpful with the lessons.”

“That’s very good of him,” said Thomas.

“Too good,” said Eileen, lowering her voice. “He set up a seven course banquet for lunch one day, just to help me learn the etiquette.”

“Seven courses?”

“Small courses,” said Eileen. “It wasn’t any bigger than a normal lunch, but he spread it out. Very well, too.” She shook her head. “I’m trying to figure out what he wants.”

“Maybe he just likes your company.”

“Not this much,” said Eileen. “He’s after something. Probably favour with Henry.”

Or you, Thomas thought, but kept his mouth shut. The baron was doing him a favour after all. If you can call constantly flirting with the girl I love a favour.

“What about you?” Eileen asked, her voice back to its normal volume. “What have you been doing?”

“Talking to refugees, mostly. Learning which villages were overrun,” said Thomas. “Henry and I made a map of them last night.”

“How many?” asked the baron.

“About thirty.”

“Thirty?” Shock filled the baron’s voice. “Where?”

“Mostly between here and the mountains,” said Thomas. “And that’s the ones we know about.”

“I’d like to see that map, if I could,” said the baron.

“I have it in my tower,” said Thomas. “I’ll happily show you after practice.”

“I can’t today,” said the baron. “I must meet with the duke’s council, and then there’s the banquet.”

 

***

 

“And speaking of the banquet, it is time for for Miss Eileen and Miss Rose to go,” said Lady Prellham, rising from her chair. “Miss Eileen’s new gown should be finished, and we will need to pick it up this morning.”

“My carriage is at your disposal,” said the baron, “along with my driver.” He bowed to the ladies, then nodded to Thomas. “I will see you at the banquet tonight.”

“Will you be coming to breakfast?” Eileen asked.

“Not immediately,” said Thomas. “There’s someone I have to see. But I’ll join you shortly, all right?”

“All right,” said Eileen. 

Thomas bowed to them, then hurried up to his tower to grab his coat and cloak. He had both on and was in the blacksmith’s yard before very much time had passed at all. “As I suspected,” he said, seeing George. The large man went without a shirt under his apron despite the cold, hammering on a glowing length of steel.

George missed the steel entirely and nearly lost his grip on his hammer when it hit the anvil. The senior smith watching over him tch-ed between his teeth, and George gave a dirty look over his shoulder at Thomas.

“Never mind your friend, Sir George,” said the smith. “The steel needs attention.”

“Mind your friend,” said Thomas. “I haven’t seen you in a week.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Too busy to come to practice?”

“I practice swords all day,” said George without turning away from the forge. His hammer beat a steady rhythm in the steel. “And riding and rules and things I know nothing about.” He hammered the steel twice more, then thrust it back into the hot coals of the forge. “This is where I get to learn something useful.”

“Yeah, well,” Thomas really didn’t have a good argument to make. “I just haven’t seen you.”

“What, Eileen isn’t enough?”

“I haven’t seen much of her, either.”

“I know. Amelia told me.”

“How is it you have time to see Amelia?”

“She comes by the tilting yard at lunches.” George shuddered. “She never shuts up, either. The other knights laugh at me for it. Why are you letting Goshawk spend so much time with Eileen?”

“Because it’s safer for her to be with him than with me.”

George thought about it. “Good reason. You must hate it.”

“Beyond all singing of it.”

“George, the steel needs attention,” said an older smith. “And you’re running out of time.”

George obediently turned his attention back to the steel bar in the coals, pulling it out with a pair of tongs and hammering it on the anvil. The older smith smiled at Thomas. “The lad’s a natural,” he said, “knight or not. I’ve not seen a gift like his in a while.”

“He is that,” agreed Thomas.

“You’ll not be taking him from it, will you?”

“I will not,” said Thomas. “Nor will anyone else. Will you be at the banquet tonight, George?”

“Aye, and no doubt wearing something ridiculous.”

Well, at least one of us is doing what he likes, Thomas thought, as he headed in for breakfast. Even if it is only part time.

Thomas went back into the castle proper and managed to have some breakfast. He had expected Eileen to still be there, but she was already gone—headed out on her shopping trip, or still getting ready for it. Thomas finished his meal and headed back to his room, unsure of what to do with himself. More time talking to the refugees was probably the best option. He put on his rapier and coat, wrapped a scarf around his neck and opened the door to see Rose, standing there with her hand raised to knock.

Rose started, then blushed and dropped into a quick curtsey. “Miss Eileen Gobhann is going into the city today and requests your company as escort, if you would be so kind.”

Thomas found himself immediately at a loss for words. It would be the first time they had spent any real time together since the brawl. And since Eileen was planning to go anyway...

Oh, stop trying to justify yourself. Just go see her.

“Great minds think alike,” said Thomas, stepping out of his tower and locking the door behind him. “Tell Eileen,” he stopped himself. “Tell Miss Gobhann that I would be honoured. Where shall we meet?”

“At the door to the great hall,” said Rose with another curtsey. “She will be there presently.”

It was just his luck that Amelia was in the great hall talking to Lord William when Thomas came down. William’s eyes were still slightly bruised from when Thomas had hit him during the brawl, but at least his nose, while obviously broken, hadn’t healed crooked. Thomas thought about retreating, but not soon enough.

“Why there he is!” exclaimed Amelia. “Thomas! I was looking for you!” She gave Lord William’s hand a quick squeeze before going to Thomas. “I need to have words with you,” she said sternly, shaking her finger as she came forward. “You’ll be making an appearance at the banquet tonight, won’t you?”

“I will,” said Thomas.

“Well, that’s good, because that southern priest wants to talk to you, I’m sure, and I would hate for him not to get a chance to speak to you in person this time, instead of having that little man—what was his name?”

“Father Alphonse,” guessed Thomas.

“Yes, him. Instead of having him asking after you through the entirety of dinner. And you didn’t tell me there was a price on your head in the South. You told my parents you’d been cleared of all charges.”

“I was,” said Thomas, managing not to grit his teeth. “And I wasn’t aware there was a price on my head.”

“A rather high one, too, apparently. And I can’t think why you would still have a price on your head if you were cleared.” Amelia’s eyes lit up. “Unless you’ve done something else to annoy them?”

“I have not.”

“I’m surprised,” said Lord William. “I thought you specialized in annoying people.”

“No, I leave that to your kind,” said Thomas, staring directly into William’s eyes.

William stiffened and Thomas waited, fully expecting the man to challenge him. Amelia spoke before William could. “Now, Thomas! William didn’t start the brawl, you know.”

“In fact, I thought it was all in rather bad taste,” said William.

“Which didn’t stop you from trying to punch me in the head.”

“I didn’t know it was you!” said William, heatedly. “All I knew is there was a brawl and someone ran into me! And then you broke my nose!”

“You were hitting me!”

“I missed!”

“Gentlemen! Really!” Amelia laughed and tapped each of them on the shoulder. “This is the past, which is hardly interesting. I want to hear about your plans for tonight.” She stepped between them, facing Thomas. “William is taking me to the banquet. Are you taking Eileen?”

“I expect so.”

“Well, don’t wait too long or Baron Goshawk may take her for you.” Amelia smiled at William over her shoulder. “And we wouldn’t want her to miss the excitement, right?”

William’s expression immediately soured. “I think it’s time we were leaving.”

“Excitement?” repeated Thomas, looking at William’s disgruntled expression. “What excitement?”

“Well, William was telling me that there’s talk of challenging you to a duel,” said Amelia, smiling over her shoulder at William. “In fact, he’s been telling me that there’s talk of little else since Eileen stabbed Lord Charles. Though why they are coming after you is beyond me.”

“I have several ideas,” said Thomas. Because they are cowards and stupid and want to make sure Eileen is alone and helpless. “None of them complimentary.”

“It’s a waste of time, in my opinion,” said William. “Baron Goshawk’s been spending an awful lot of time with your Eileen. If he’s interested in her then there’s no point in putting you out of the picture.”

If that’s why they’re after me.

“Just what I was thinking,” said Amelia. “After all, he is a nobleman of high standing and if Eileen goes with him, Thomas will be out in the cold, and the boys won’t stand a chance with her. Speaking of whom, Eileen!”

“Thomas!” Eileen called from the other door. She was walking as fast as she could without running which, given her outfit, would have been manifestly unwise. The dress was starched and stiff, its skirts long enough that a hurried step would certainly mean tripping, and its bodice brocaded and boned to make deep breaths almost impossible. That, plus the thick coat and cloak she wore over the clothes, made running practically impossible.

Thomas held out his hands, but Eileen stopped in front of him and dropped into a graceful curtsey. Thomas was about to ask why when he spotted Lady Prellham a few steps behind.

“Very nice,” said Amelia. “Much better than three days ago.”

“I spent half of yesterday practising it,” Eileen said without looking at Amelia. She extended a hand to Thomas. He took it, noting the redness of her eyes and the tight lines around her mouth that appeared when she looked at Amelia and Lord William.

Thomas bowed deep and kissed her hand, letting his lips linger on it just a moment longer than was proper etiquette. Eileen let go of his hand and stepped back from him. Lady Prellham remained a few paces away, her chin high, her glance at Thomas speaking volumes of disapproval.

Amelia stepped closer to Eileen and whispered. “So how is Lady Prellham? Is she as strict as everyone says?”

“I have no idea what everyone is saying,” Eileen said, her tone just a shade too civil.

“But surely you hear them talking of her?” Amelia whispered. 

Lady Prellham cleared her throat and Amelia fell silent. “Are you ready, Miss?”

“I am,” said Eileen. “If you are, Thomas.”

“I am,” Thomas managed a smile. “Miss Eileen.”

Eileen managed a slightly annoyed smile back.

“And where is it you are going?” asked Amelia. “Are you off for some shopping? I know some lovely shops.”

“Miss Eileen,” said Lady Prellham, “is picking up her dress for tonight’s banquet.”

“Then you must let me come with you,” Amelia gushed. “And Lord William will come, too, won’t you, my lord? It will be a fine outing.”

“Unfortunately, I cannot,” said William, his face straight, though Thomas was sure he caught a glimpse of relief in the man’s eyes. “Lord John has asked us all to attend on him this afternoon, to discuss matters of the court.”

A thought struck Thomas. “How is it you are at court, Lord William? I mean, instead of at home?”

“I was invited,” said William, “for the occasion of Lord John’s twenty-fourth birthday, this past summer. The revels lasted a month, and then the enemy began his attacks and the duke declared it unsafe for us to leave the castle.”

“Lord John invited you?”

“Oh, no. We were a surprise for Lord John. His brother invited us.”

“Henry?”

“Richard.”

“Well, I will still come,” declared Amelia. “Do you have a carriage ready?”

“Baron Goshawk has graciously loaned us his carriage,” said Lady Prellham. She looked to Eileen. “Miss Eileen, shall Amelia accompany us?”

The lady’s use of Eileen’s title and Amelia’s first name was as subtle a snub as Thomas had ever seen, and he had to force himself not to smile.

“I do wish you could,” said Eileen, “but the carriage we have called will only hold four. Lady Prellham and Rose must accompany me, and with Thomas acting as my escort, I am afraid there is no room.” She smiled. “But I do thank you.”

“Not to worry,” said Amelia. “But we must catch up later, you and I. I want to hear all about you adventures with Baron Goshawk this week.” She smiled prettily at Thomas. “See you at the banquet.”

“Shall we go?” asked Lady Prellham, watching Amelia guide Lord William out on her arm. 

“We shall,” said Eileen, holding out a hand. “Thomas?”

Thomas bowed and offered her his arm. The two walked out together, Lady Prellham and Rose following. “That,” said Thomas over his shoulder as soon Amelia was out of an earshot, “was very impressive.”

Lady Prellham inclined her head, but said nothing more. The four passed out of the great hall into the courtyard. The chill clawed at their faces, their breaths turning to clouds of frost in the air.

“Colder than it was yesterday,” said Thomas.

“Aye,” said Eileen. “Rose was saying winters here are so cold your skin can freeze as soon as you step outside.”

Thomas thought of the refugees huddled in their doorways and felt himself shivering in sympathy as he opened the door to Baron Goshawk’s carriage. The matched pair of horses were stamping their feet to keep warm and the driver was huddled tight under a fur wrap. Thomas held the door for the ladies, then climbed in after. He found himself sitting beside Lady Prellham. Rose and Eileen were on one side, quickly bundling themselves under two of the three fur wraps that lay in the carriage. Thomas took the other and handed it to Lady Prellham. He had an sneaking suspicion that Baron Goshawk had arranged it that way deliberately. He wished he could wrap himself together with Eileen. Unfortunately, Lady Prellham’s eye was firmly fixed on him and the expression on her face told Thomas he was there on her sufferance alone.

Thomas wrapped his cloak more tightly around his body and worked on not shivering. The ride was not a fast one. The driver drove his animals cautiously, avoiding the worst of the ice and keeping them on firm footing.

“So where are we going?” asked Thomas.

“Anna’s,” said Lady Prellham. “We had Miss Gobhann measured several days ago, and have been assured the dress would be ready today.”

“I really think we’re spending too much of Henry’s money,” said Eileen.

“Nonsense,” Lady Prellham waved away the idea. “Anna’s is ideal for a lady of your station.”

“My father said I wouldn’t have one of Anna’s dresses until the day I was to be married, if he lived so long,” Rose said. “He’s always saying things like that.”

“And with such a prattler as you I am not surprised,” said Lady Prellham, silencing Rose. Eileen’s lips made a hard line, but she didn’t say anything. “But expense is not an object, according to Lord Henry, so Anna’s it is.” Lady Prellham cast an eye over Thomas. “You should find yourself more suitable clothing, young Thomas. You cannot be seen wearing the same clothes to every banquet.”

“Unfortunately, expense is a concern for me, Lady Prellham,” said Thomas. 

“You are Lord Henry’s agent,” said Lady Prellham. “Dress better. Especially if you wish to be seen in the presence of young ladies of the court.”

“Not that you’re doing that much these days,” said Eileen. “I’ve barely seen you for a week.”

“I’ve been busy,” Thomas protested.

“Too busy to come see me?”

Thomas felt a sinking feeling grow in his stomach. “I’ve seen you every day at breakfast.”

“But you haven’t come over to see me, or ask me to do things with you,” said Eileen. “I’ve seen Baron Goshawk more than you.”

Because I asked him to watch out for you. Thomas knew exactly how much trouble that answer was going to get him into, and quickly looked for another one. “Baron Goshawk has more time than I do.”

“You can’t make time for me?” Eileen’s voice had a dangerous edge to it.

“It isn’t that!” How do I get myself out of this? “I’ve been out every day talking to the refugees.”

“And you couldn’t ask me to go with you?”

“No, I couldn’t!” Thomas felt himself on firmer ground. “You weren’t going to be allowed out without Lady Prellham and Rose, and do you think the men in the streets would talk to me if I had you three with me?”

“I could have come out without them!”

“You most certainly could not!” Lady Prellham said.

“I could if George said I could! And he would have if Thomas had asked him!”

“It was too dangerous,” said Thomas.

“It wasn’t too dangerous before!”

“You didn’t have the lords after you before!”

“And you thought I was safer in a castle full of them then out on the street with you?”

“You weren’t alone in the castle! You had Lady Prellham and Rose and—” he bit down on the words Baron Goshawk and instead said, “and out on the streets with me it would have been just us.”

“But none of the idiots,” said Eileen.

“They are lords,” interrupted Lady Prellham.

“They’re idiots!” said Eileen. “They’re a bunch of stupid boys who are just looking for a chance to go after Thomas!”

“I’t’s not me they’re going to go after!” snapped Thomas. “You’re the one they’ve been chasing!”

“And now that they can’t do that, who do you think they’ve been plotting against?” demanded Eileen. Lady Prellham was glaring at Thomas and Eileen now, and Rose was looking at her feet. Eileen ignored them both. “Amelia told me that the only reason they haven’t been chasing you through the streets is because Lord John has been keeping them too busy!”

“And, of course, what Amelia says must be true,” said Thomas, realizing a moment later that it usually was.

“I don’t want you killed!”

“I don’t want you killed! Or do you think just because you’re with me they’d run away?”

“At least I’d be with you!” It was nearly a shout. “You’ve barely talked to me in a week!”

“Well, with Goshawk there I hardly had a chance to get a word in edgewise!” Of course, if I hadn’t asked him to be there... 

“You’re supposed to be courting me! You can’t do that if you’re dead!”

Thomas opened his mouth to protest but Lady Prellham spoke first. “Thomas is not courting you anymore. You are sister to a knight. You do not court commoners.”

Thomas rounded on her. “We are courting with the blessing of her parents.”

“Not if you don’t come around,” muttered Eileen.

“Eileen!” Thomas closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then another. By the third, he had most of his thoughts sorted. “Eileen, I’m sorry that you were worried about me, and I’m sorry that I couldn’t take you with me—”

“You could if you wanted.”

“Eileen! I promised your father you would be safe, and you were safer in the castle than you would be in the streets!” He took another breath and forced himself calm. “We can’t court if you’re dead, either.”

“She cannot court a commoner at all,” said Lady Prellham. “Here, there are different rules and Miss Eileen needs to follow them. And one of them is that the nobility, no matter how lowly, does not ‘court’ commoners.”

“If you think I’m going to stop seeing her because of your rules—”

“And once she appears in proper dress at the banquet, many of the young noblemen are going to take an interest in her,” said Lady Prellham.

“Then it’s a good thing the majority of them made asses of themselves in front of her,” snapped Thomas evenly. 

“Baron Goshawk didn’t make an ass of himself,” said Rose. “And he likes Eileen a lot.”

And that’s just what I needed to hear.

Lady Prellham nodded. “The baron has been most attentive.”

Because I asked him to be. Thomas managed to keep his voice level. “Baron Goshawk is a good man. But he is not courting Eileen, I am. Even if your rules say otherwise. And when we leave here, which we will, he will not be coming with us.”

“But while you are here, you must obey those rules,” said Lady Prellham. “And since you are going to be here for the rest of the winter, and until the raiders are defeated, I would suggest you get used to seeing her courted by other men than you.”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the carriage. Thomas looked out the window, feeling the cold stealing through his clothes and onto his skin as he watched the streets slowly pass by. At long last, the carriage drew to a stop and Thomas got out, offering his hand to each of the girls and Lady Prellham as they exited the carriage, then his arm to Eileen to escort her into the shop. She ignored it and walked ahead of him.

Inside, everything was lace and bows and ribbons, with swaths of rich fabric draping down in bolts from the shelves. A woman sitting behind a counter doing beadwork on the sleeve of a jacket looked up and smiled when they came in. “Miss Eileen. What marvellous timing. We are putting the final stitches into your dress as we speak. Would you like to see?”

“Of course,” said Eileen.

“I will accompany, Miss Eileen,” said Lady Prellham. “Rose, Thomas, wait.” Thomas, guessing that it was going to be a while, took a seat on a bench near the door and sulked. He cursed himself for fighting with Eileen, while reminding himself that he didn’t start it. It wasn’t his fault things had worked out the way they had. Rose remained standing in the middle of the shop until Thomas told her to sit beside him. She perched on the bench, twisting her hair around her fingers. After a time, she said, “Eileen’s really mad at you.”

“I know,” said Thomas. “I haven’t seen her enough lately.”

“The baron really comes around a lot.”

“I know that, too.” Thomas sighed and changed the subject. “How is it, being Eileen’s lady-in-waiting?”

“It’s good,” said Rose. She looked to make sure they were still alone and lowered her voice. “At least, it’s good when Lady Prellham isn’t around. Eileen’s very nice to me and we talk and have fun. Of course, when Lady Prellham is there, we have to behave properly. And I’m learning how to swordfight!”

“What are your parents going to think of that?”

“Mother will be horrified,” said Rose. “Father will probably laugh.”

Over the next hour, Thomas learned that Rose had three brothers—two were training to be knights and one wanted to be a lawyer—that her family lived in a small house about a half-mile from the palace, and that she was not in the slightest bit homesick. In turn, he told her about Elmvale and growing up with George and Eileen, and what stories of the Academy he could share without having to censor himself.

Finally, Eileen emerged looking quite flustered. A woman followed behind her with a large package wrapped in a thick cloth.

“Your choices are excellent,” said the woman.

“They weren’t my choices,” said Eileen, shortly.

“But they are good choices, nonetheless,” said Lady Prellham, coming out behind the two. “Thank you, Anna. Rose, take the package.”

“I can carry it,” offered Thomas.

“You can keep your hands free for your sword,” said Lady Prellham. “Rose, take the package. Payment shall be sent at once, on Lord Henry’s account,” said Lady Prellham to Anna. “And I thank you again. You do wonderful work.”

Anna curtsied deeply. “My thanks, Lady Prellham. So good to see you again.”

Eileen and Lady Prellham wrapped themselves in their cloaks and Thomas led them back out into the snow to the carriage. “Was it successful, then?” Thomas asked Eileen.

“I don’t think so,” said Eileen. “But Lady Prellham is happy and Anna says it’s the latest style, so…” She left it off.

“And now, back to the castle,” said Lady Prellham. “Eileen and Rose must both prepare if they are to be ready in time for the banquet tonight.” She gave Thomas another long look. “I would recommend you take the time to clean yourself up as well.”

Thomas didn’t bother answering. The ride back to the castle was long and cold and quiet. He stared out the window until they pulled into the castle courtyard, then helped the ladies out of the carriage and called for a page to take the package to Eileen’s room. Lady Prellham thanked him and Eileen opened her mouth to say something but a voice shouting across the courtyard interrupted.

“Thomas!”

Two dozen young men, dressed in heavy winter gear topped with black cloaks emblazoned with the Academy’s coat of arms rushed towards them. Thomas immediately picked out the one who’d shouted—John from his fencing class—and Mark and Kevin running beside him. The others Thomas didn’t know, but they followed in a flock of flapping black capes.

“Henry said you’d be out here soon, so we waited,” said John, holding out a hand for Thomas to clasp. “How are you?”

“Good,” he said, taking John’s hand. “Well, as good as can be expected. You?”

“Colder than you can imagine,” said Kevin. “We’ve been camping out for a week.”

“I can imagine,” said Thomas. “Wait a moment, will you?”

He turned back to Eileen, Rose and Lady Prellham. “Ladies, these are the students from the Academy come north to help. Gentlemen, Miss Eileen, Miss Rose, and Lady Prellham.”

The students bowed in unison. “Eileen?” said Kevin, straightening up. “Not the same Eileen you used to talk constantly about, surely?”

“The very same,” said Eileen. “Unless there’s something I should be told.”

“And how did you end up here?” He turned to Thomas, “And why ‘Miss Eileen’?”

“Miss Eileen is the sister of a knight,” said Thomas.

“You never told us that! I thought she was the sister of that big blacksmith friend of yours.”

Thomas grinned. “Long story. For now, we should get the ladies out of the cold.”

“We should get ourselves out of the cold,” said Kevin. “But first, Henry wanted us to give you this,” he handed Thomas a sealed letter. “And we’ve got something for you, too. Who has it?”

“I do,” said a student Thomas didn’t recognize. He held out a bundle. “Read the letter first, though.”

Thomas was suddenly wary. “You know what it says?”

“Aye,” said Kevin, grinning. “Have a read.”

“We will go in,” said Lady Prellham. “We will see you at dinner, Thomas.”

“See you then, Lady Prellham, Miss Rose, Miss Eileen,” said Thomas, bowing. The rest of the students followed suit, a ripple of black cloth and white misted breath in the cold of the courtyard. The women left and Thomas pulled one hand out of his glove to break the seal on the letter and read it. He read it twice, then a third time. “He’s joking.”

“He isn’t,” said Mark. “He said that if anyone could manage an unruly batch like us, it would be you. So you’re our captain.”

Henry’s letter confirmed it. Thomas shook his head. “I will have strong words with him about this,” he promised.

“Well until you do, you’ll want this,” said the student with the large bundle. He shook it open and draped it across Thomas’s shoulders. It was a black cloak, emblazoned with the Academy’s coat of arms. “All hail the captain!”

“Hail!” yelled the others.

“Enough!” shouted Thomas. “All right. Have you got a place to stay?”

“There’s a building on the west side where we’re to bunk down,” said Kevin. “It’s one large room for all of us, but it doesn’t smell too bad and it has beds and it’s warm enough, so we’re not going to complain. Especially after a week in the snow. When do we face the enemy?”

Thomas sighed. “No idea,” he said. “What are your instructions for tonight?”

Mark grinned, “Stay away from the banquet if we know what’s good for us,” he said. “Apparently, only the commanders and chosen knights will be attending, and that doesn’t include us.”

Thomas kept his disappointment to himself. “I’ll make sure you get well fed anyway,” he said. “Now come, show me where you are staying, so I can find it. I’ll talk to Lord Henry tonight.”

“Lord Henry?” sniggered one of the students.

“Aye, Lord Henry,” said Thomas. “And don’t forget it. This place is all about the titles and the rank. So keep polite to everyone and don’t get yourselves into quarrels. Now come on. Let’s get inside and you can all tell me who you are.”
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Thomas took the time to bathe, shave and comb his hair, before heading back to his tower. He was planning to wear his clothes from the previous banquets, Lady Prellham’s suggestions notwithstanding. Instead, he found a very bored page sitting outside his tower door with a new outfit, along with a note from Henry telling him to sit with the knights and to not be late. The coat and breeches were black, top to bottom, with the Academy’s coat of arms above a pair of crossed rapiers embossed in red on one breast of the black, knee-length coat. It fit quite well over the clean white shirt Henry had also supplied. Given a chance to bet on it, Thomas would have put money down that Henry had been planning his appointment since before he had left Frostmire to travel south. Taking a large breath, and wishing he had a large mirror to see how he looked, Thomas stepped out of his room and headed toward the hall.

The hall was half full, though Lady Prellham, George and Eileen were nowhere to be seen. The young lords were not present either, for which Thomas was quite thankful. He looked around the room, found Sir Rowland and Sir Patrick, and made his way towards them.

“Look at you!” said Patrick, as soon as he spotted Thomas. “Are you wearing this in honour of the arrival of the students, then?”

“Sort of,” said Thomas. “Henry made me their captain.”

“Congratulations!” said Rowland.

“I wouldn’t be too quick with that,” said Thomas. “I have no idea how to lead people in battle.”

“You’ll have all winter to learn,” said Patrick. “How many are there?”

“Twenty-four,” said Thomas. “And me.”

“Easy enough, then,” Rowland said. “Three squads of eight. Or four of six. Have each man paired with another and two men with you to act as messengers and your defenders. All fighters?”

“All fencers,” said Thomas.

“Then they’ll need lessons in war tactics,” said Rowland. “You should start them tomorrow.”

“And how am I to do that, since I know nothing about war tactics?”

“Ask someone who does,” said Patrick, smiling. “Us, for example. Or Lord Henry.”

“I’ll start with Lord Henry,” said Thomas. “I have a few words for him anyway.”

Patrick and Rowland grinned. The main doors swung open and a gaggle of courtiers swarmed in. The news of the new troops had caused excitement enough to rate new outfits for most. A hundred different colours and shades dazzled Thomas’s eyes. The young lords entered in a bunch, their clothes as flamboyant as they could manage, easily outshining the others in the room. One of them spotted Thomas and nudged another. Soon the whole group was heading towards him. Lord Charles was among them, moving slowly and leaning on another lord’s arm.

“Oh, lovely,” muttered Thomas. Behind him, he heard Patrick and Rowland get to their feet.

“Well, isn’t that an interesting choice of colours,” said Lord William. “Feeling funereal, were you?”

“I would be, if I were he,” said Lord Anthony. “Considering Baron Goshawk is escorting his girl tonight.”

“Well, someone had to,” said Lord Ethan, “and since Thomas lacks the manners to do it himself…”

“Sad but true,” said Winston.

“And what is that insignia on there?” said Cormac, leaning forward. His arm was still in a sling, and he had cut the sleeve of his coat to wear it.

“The coat of arms of the Royal Academy of Learning,” said Thomas. “With rapiers, to signal that the king’s students have come to war.”

“What students?” demanded Geoffrey, looking around the room. “I see one, and he is of no particular use.”

“There are twenty-four,” said Patrick. “They are in their barracks. Awaiting orders.”

“And why aren’t you in the barracks with them?” said Williams, stepping in front of Thomas.

“Because he is their captain,” said Sir Patrick.

“Their captain?” repeated William. “Henry is making free with his favours these days.”

Thomas spotted George working his way through the crowd. “This has been fun, gentleman, but there is someone to whom I need to speak. Excuse me.”

James stepped in front of him. “We didn’t say you could go.”

“And I didn’t ask,” said Thomas, his voice quiet. “So that solves that.” He stepped around James and when Geoffrey started to step in front of him, turned one shoulder sideways and shoved the young lord out of the way. “My apologies for your clumsiness.” Thomas turned on his heel to face the group of them. “Gentlemen, it is going to be a long night. Save some of this for later.”

He turned on his heel again and worked his way through the crowd to George, listening to hear if any of the lords pursued. None did. The merchants had arrived, moving at stately paces while their progeny attempted to look sophisticated and their wives attempted not to look bored. Amelia was coming in on the arm of her father, and as Thomas ducked around a group of merchants to avoid speaking to her, he nearly walked headlong into Father Roberts.

“Thomas,” said the priest with a smile. “How good to see you here tonight.”

“And yourself,” lied Thomas. He looked over the man’s shoulder, “and Inquisitor Alphonse as well.”

The inquisitor smiled at Thomas. “Likewise.”

“I am glad to see you attending dinner,” said the envoy. “The last time I was here you were not present.”

“I know,” said Thomas. “But if you will excuse me, there is a certain person to whom I must speak.”

“I trust we will have a chance to speak later this evening?” said the priest.

“Of course,” said Thomas. Unless I can possibly avoid it. Thomas walked around the envoy to George, Baron Goshawk and Eileen. George looked uncomfortable in blue embroidered jacket and pants, the badge of the white wolf gleaming on his chest. Lord Goshawk, walking beside him, was dressed in a jacket of deep red that looked surprisingly good on him and matched Eileen’s outfit perfectly.

Eileen’s dress was a muted orange-red—the colour of autumn leaves, freshly fallen from the tree—and perfectly complimented her complexion. Instead of complex embroidery or beading, the maker had opted for simplicity, emphasizing the slimness of Eileen’s body. The bodice was cut low and tight, and the dress clung to her figure to her hips before flaring out into the skirt. Her hair, still too short for braiding, had been allowed to lie free on her head, styled to draw the eye to her cheekbones and bright blue eyes.

Thomas, not knowing what else to do, bowed deeply to them all.

“Thomas,” said Lord Goshawk. “How are you this evening?”

“Well, now that I have friends here,” said Thomas. “Eileen, you look stunning.”

“And you look very black,” said Eileen. “Why are you dressed like that?”

“Henry made me captain of the students’ company.”

“A captain?” repeated Baron Goshawk. “I’m sure you’ll lead them well.”

“I’m sure I’ll lead them into a mess without some instruction,” said Thomas. “I’ll be talking to Lord Henry about that tonight.”

“Thomas!”

Thomas managed to school his expression plain before turning to greet Amelia. She was dressed in a deep blue dress and on the arm of a lord Thomas had not yet met, though he recalled him from the brawl. Her parents were a few paces behind.

“Thomas!” Amelia repeated. “How splendid you look in black, though it seems rather dour for such a celebratory night. Have you heard? There’s another two dozen students up from your Academy.”

“I heard,” said Thomas. “In fact, I spent the afternoon getting to know them.”

“Which is a pity,” said Amelia, “because it looks as if Baron Goshawk beat you to escorting Eileen to the banquet. Not that it would be appropriate for a commoner to escort her, but still, I imagine you would have preferred it. And Eileen, how splendid you look. That colour would suit so few women. And your hair! Who managed it?”

“Lady Prellham’s hairdresser,” said Eileen.

“Well, she is rather impressive, then. And Thomas, have you met Lord Steven?”

“Not formally,” said Thomas, bowing. “Lord Steven.”

“Scholar,” said Steven. “Lord William says that’s the title you are using.”

“Captain, now,” said Thomas. “As it seems I am to lead the student company.”

“Oh, how marvellous!” said Amelia. “William knew Steven wanted to meet you, so I offered to bring him over.”

“And did you earn this title the way you oversized friend here earned his knighthood?” asked Steven.

The words were said blandly, without change of tone, and with the challenge obvious. Thomas saw George going slightly red out of the corner of his eye. “I’m afraid not,” said Thomas. “Sir George earned his knighthood in service of Lord Henry and the duke of Frostmire. I was merely appointed because I know the students.”

“Well, I’m sure there’s more to you than that,” said Amelia. “After all you were brought here by Henry before they were, so he must have some use for you. Now Lord Steven, we really must get back to our table. My parents are chafing at our slowness.”

Her parents were doing no such thing, Thomas knew, but the move was enough to forestall anything more that Lord Steven might say. The young lord unwillingly followed Amelia’s gentle lead and let her turn him toward the main banquet hall.

“Did Amelia just stop a quarrel from starting?” Eileen asked.

“I think she did,” said Thomas. “Which is something she is quite good at, I’ve noticed.”

“I have noticed also,” said the baron, “though she is equally good at encouraging them.”

“Wonder why she did it?”

“Because before the banquet is not the time to have a quarrel,” said Baron Goshawk. “Far better to have altercations during the dancing, when fights can be considered part of the entertainment.”

Thomas followed Amelia and Steven’s progress to her table. Lord Cormac joined them, speaking to Steven and shooting glances towards Thomas and his friends. The two men spoke briefly, and Steven bowed to Amelia and William, then followed Cormac to the other young nobles and spoke with them. More heads turned and more glances were cast in Thomas’s direction.

“I would have thought that these young men would have more to do.”

“One would think that,” said Lady Prellham from behind them. “Unfortunately, it is rarely true.”

“I believe the duke is coming,” said Baron Goshawk. “We should take our places.”

They moved together to their tables and Thomas watched the room as others did the same. Amelia and her escort and parents sat together with many nobles and merchants Thomas remembered as being in the king’s faction last time. The other young lords were together in a group, save a few who were escorting ladies and sat with them. The envoy and his inquisitor were sitting at a table between Richard’s supporters and the king’s.

Thomas and his friends moved to Henry’s section which was, as always, the smallest. Tonight most of the knights and their wives were there, as well as several merchants and, to Thomas’s surprise, Baron Gallen and his wife and eldest daughter. The man nodded at Thomas but didn’t get the chance to speak. A wave of motion flowed through the hall as the guests got to their feet and turned to the door. Duke Antonius and his sons entered the hall. Sir Lawrence was once more only a pair of steps behind Henry, and likewise a pair of knights trailed each of the other sons and the duke. Once the duke and his sons mounted the raised platform with their table, the knights all stepped away to their own tables.

“Friends,” said the duke. “I thank you for joining me this night. There is great cause to feast this night, for the troops we have asked for from the king have come, along with many others, including a company of students from the Royal Academy. They heeded Henry’s call for help, and have brought themselves north to aid us. The captains of each company dine with us tonight, and the soldiers of each company—and indeed, all companies in the city—have been given leave to celebrate this reinforcement of our troops, as we prepare for spring and the destruction of the enemy!”

A murmur went around the hall. Thomas wasn’t the only one to notice the words “prepare for spring” in the speech and certainly not the only one to disapprove of them.

“Our enemy is dangerous,” said the duke. “He is implacable, and he is ruthless. But he does not have the strength of arms that we have, and come the spring we will ride out, find this enemy, and destroy him! Therefore, let us be of good cheer, let us eat, let us drink, and let us be merry, and though our merriment, let the enemy know that he cannot cause us to despair!”

Another murmur circled through the room, accompanied by louder cheers from the young men, polite applause from the merchants and nobles, and a cheerful bellow from the duke’s knights. Father Roberts, Thomas noticed, merely nodded his head.

The duke clapped his hands and stacked platters of food began making the rounds of the room. Thomas watched them come. “He’s very generous with the food,” said Thomas.

“He should be,” said Patrick. “There is plenty in store.”

“Enough to last the winter?” asked Thomas, “With a thousand or more extra mouths to feed in the city?”

“Sixteen hundred or more,” said Baron Goshawk, “If you include the new troops.”

“Of course, they brought food with them,” said Rowland.

“Do you really believe he won’t do anything until spring?” asked Patrick’s wife. “I have heard him say it, but I cannot believe that he would wait.”

“I can,” said Patrick. “He hopes the winter will leave our enemy starving, and that come the thaw we can ride him down and destroy him.”

“A good plan,” said Rowland.

“A safe plan,” grumbled a merchant. “Meanwhile, the enemy is eating our grain and the cattle they’ve taken.”

“The tribes always were fond of cattle meat,” said another merchant—Cecily’s father, Thomas noted.

“It isn’t the tribes,” said Patrick. “We’ve all fought them. They’re armed wrong for the tribes.”

“Maybe,” said the merchant, “but who else could it be? There’s none to the west that would attempt such a thing, now that Lord John is marrying that girl.”

“Lise, daughter of Duke Reaver,” said Rowland. 

“Yes, her,” said the merchant. “If not the tribes, then who?”

“Wouldn’t we all like to know,” said Rowland.

The duke clapped his hands again, and the room instantly stilled. “Father Roberts,” he said. “Would you honour us with a proper prayer before dinner?”

This should be interesting, thought Thomas as Father Roberts rose to his feet. After a moment’s pause, he bowed his head. The rest in the room followed suit. “High Father,” began Father Roberts, “We ask your blessing on the food, on those who provided it, and on those who cooked and served it. We ask that we may be given strength from it to face the enemy, and to destroy them in your name.” He paused, and for a moment Thomas thought he was going to get off lightly. “Let your strength shield us against those who would use forces against your law,” he continued, dashing Thomas’s hopes, “and let your power shine through for your true followers. High Father, our thanks.”

The rest of the crowd repeated the last words in a rumble that filled the hall. Servants brought trays of food and wine out on the heels of the priest’s words, and soon the entire room was filled with the sounds of eating and conversation.

At Thomas’s table, Patrick was enquiring after Rose’s progress as Eileen’s maid, and Rowland was quizzing George about the names of the nobility present. Eileen was full of compliments and George was not doing so well. Thomas did his best to keep quiet and ate his food, painfully aware that the amount each of them were served could have fed a man for a day or more. Thomas kept shovelling it in anyway. If the famine were to come, having a few extra pounds on his frame would do him no harm.

“And what has been keeping you busy, Thomas?” asked Bethany. “We have not seen you at dinner.”

“Looking for magic, I hear,” said one of the merchants at the table. “Found any yet?”

“And where did you hear that?” asked Rowland.

“Rumour going about,” said the merchant. “Has it that Thomas here is searching for the secret to the magic that the invaders have.”

“Interesting rumour,” said Rowland, looking nervous.

Head on is the best way, thought Thomas. “It’s true,” he said, bringing raised eyebrows from George and Eileen. “Lord Henry asked me to come north to help him discover the source of the raiders’ magic. Unfortunately, I haven’t seen any raiders except the group that attacked us, and they’re all dead. So I’ve only been able to look for references in books to things that might match what is happening, and talk to people who lived through the attacks to find out what happened.”

“And how does that help?” asked another merchant.

“If we know what the enemy is doing, it’s easier to defeat him,” said Patrick. “Good thinking, lad.”

The merchant snorted. “We know what the enemy is doing,” he said. “He’s terrorizing the countryside while our soldiers do nothing.” He looked at Thomas. “And why you? Why not the inquisitor Father Roberts brought? Seems odd to me.”

The inquisitor wouldn’t know magic if it bit him, Thomas thought.

“He does have some experience,” said Patrick. “If you remember the incident in the South with Bishop Malloy?”

“I do remember,” said the merchant. “Shameful, a bishop doing witchcraft. Lord Henry was nearly gaoled for the whole mess.”

“Nearly,” agreed Thomas, remembering the month he had spent in jail.

“And you were with him, were you?” the merchant shook his head. “Bad business. Is it true the bishop was sacrificing virgins to the Banished?”

“Children,” said Eileen, her voice soft and haunted. “He was sacrificing children.”

Silence fell over the table, and Thomas could read the memory of the dead child in Eileen’s face, even as he saw the small body in his own mind. Baron Goshawk’s eyes went from one to the other. “I had not heard that.”

“George,” said Bethany, breaking in before the merchant could open his mouth to speak, “now that you are a knight of the Order of the White Wolf, we must find you a suitable young lady.”

George looked immediately discomfited, and Patrick laughed. “I believe he already has one such in mind,” he said, “if my understanding about you spending your evenings at a certain merchant’s home are to be true.”

George protested while the others laughed, and Thomas sank back into his chair, eating his food and thankful for the change of subject. The conversation stayed light for the rest of the meal, guided by the knights who got themselves into raucous discussions over horses and hawks and who made better armour. The merchants talked some of business and more of their sons and daughters. Eileen, George and Thomas were mostly silent, answering the conversational sallies put out to them, but not having much else to say until the last plates were cleared and the cups filled for the toasts. Baron Goshawk sat back in his chair and said, “So, which of the young lords do you think it will be?”

“Which one do we think will be what?” asked Eileen.

“The one who starts the fight with Thomas or George.”

“A fight?” Eileen’s looked horrified. “You must be joking!”

“Don’t think so,” said Rowland. “Not judging by the way they were behaving. They’ll get themselves drunk and then look for an excuse to brawl.”

Eileen rolled her eyes. “By the Four, can’t they grow up?”

“They’re bored,” said Patrick, “and they’re young. Never a good combination.”

“So am I,” said Eileen, “But I’m not going around causing trouble.”

“You aren’t a boy,” said Goshawk. “They are.”

“Well, they’re certainly not men,” said Eileen, causing a snicker to run around the table.

“Still,” said Patrick. “Wagers on which one starts it?”

“A silver on Cormac,” said Rowland. “His arm is broken, so he’ll start the fight knowing no one will take him on.”

“Steven,” said the baron. “He’s already insulted George and Thomas once tonight.”

Other names were exchanged, and the pool of money handed to Lady Bethany, who was looking not at all impressed with the wagering, for safe keeping. Thomas wished desperately that folks had better things to do than bet on his upcoming demise. In the midst of it, the duke rose to his feet. His toast was short, thanking the assembled for coming, praising the knights and barons who brought the troops to Frostmire. “To victory.”

“To victory!” they all echoed, and Thomas raised his glass and sipped. It was going to be a long night of toasts, he was sure, and he had no intention of being drunk if a fight was going to be breaking out.

A baron stood and raised his glass, making a toast to the duke, and the drinking began in earnest. Three other barons rose one after the other, praising the arrival of the troops and gently suggesting that the time was ripe for their use. Merchants rose, thanking the duke for his support in times of hardship and the protection of their wares, whatever they were. And so it went, from table to table, through the hall. People sang the praises of their host and his family, offered congratulations and thanks to others, and subtly asked for help through the cold of the winter.

“Is everyone going to make a toast?” Eileen asked under her breath.

“Almost,” said Goshawk. “How many chances do you think people get to have the ear of the court?”

Thomas sipped at his wine rather than downing it as many others were doing, and heartily wished he didn’t have to be in attendance. Across the table Eileen looked beautiful (though slightly annoyed) and Thomas was furious at himself for not having asked to be her escort for the evening. Baron Goshawk, beside her, was attentive and polite, and kept muttering comments on the toasts that made her smile.

It was his own fault, Thomas knew. He’d asked the baron to look after her and the man was doing just that. Which just proves you’re a fool, Thomas thought. Now what will you do about it?

Two toasts later, while Thomas was still thinking about an answer to that question, Lord Cormac stood up.

“My Lord Duke, gentlemen, ladies,” said Lord Cormac, “I wish tonight to raise a glass to Sir George Gobhann, newly appointed to the Order of the White Wolf.”

All eyes in the hall went to George, then swivelled back to Lord Cormac.

“Bravery comes in many forms,” Lord Cormac continued. “Sometimes on the field of battle, sometimes on the duelling floor, sometimes in the actions of one who would save a child from a burning building. But the greatest bravery is when a man, knowing the consequences of his actions, first undertakes those actions anyway and second, faces up to those consequences. Many men, though I use the term loosely, would hide behind those more powerful, or would seek to run away from the consequences of their actions. But a true man, a truly brave man, would stay and face the consequences of his actions, head high, hiding behind no one.”

Silence filled the room as he paused to draw breath.

“But I digress,” Lord Cormac continued. “For I had not risen to speak of bravery, but to speak of Sir George Gobhann.”

The hissed intake of breath throughout the room was matched by sudden movement behind Thomas, just visible in the corner of his eye. He looked to see George being held securely on one side by Sir Patrick, on the other by Sir Rowland, while Lady Prellham leaned close from the table behind and whispered into his ear. Just as well, Thomas thought, or they’d shortly be picking up pieces of Lord Cormac from the floor.

“So raise your glasses to our new knight who, despite a penchant for returning to the fire of the forge and noise of hammer on anvil in the mornings, has through the graces of Lord Henry and with excellent timing, risen himself from the ranks of tradesmen to grace our hall at the table of the knights. To Sir George Gobhann.”

“Sir George Gobhann!” the call went around the room. No one at Thomas’s table raised a glass.

“You’re working at the forge in the mornings?” Patrick said.

“Aye,” said George, a very dangerous edge in his voice. “So?”

“With all we’re putting you through? Where do you get the energy?”

George stared for a moment in disbelief, then laughed, his voice echoing in the silent hall and bringing frowns to the faces of the young lords. Some of the angry red faded from George’s complexion. He nodded towards Lord Cormac. “What should I do about that?”

“Very little,” said Patrick. “Words are words. Let them bring it to blows so you will be in the right when you squash him.”

“Lord Steven is rising.”

“Best fencer of the lot,” said Patrick.

“Of course he is,” said Thomas. “Any guess who he’ll be insulting?”

Thomas’s guess was wrong. “Duke Antonius, my lords, I wish tonight to speak of a fair lady; a lady whose name is known to all but whom, for the sake of her reputation, I may not name. A lady whose fiery appearance and equally fiery temper has done much to raise the… attention… of those whose tastes run to such young women.” He paused to let the quiet chuckle run around the room. “A young woman who, were she to be a flower, would be a wild rose, at once pale and red, at once beautiful and prickly. Like all such roses, she would be a common flower, open to all to partake of her softness and sweet scent. Yet her thorns would drive away any that would seek to pluck her and claim her for their own. Her thorns, and an equally wild wasp which guarded her jealously, sting at the ready.

“Now, this wildflower has experienced a rise in her place in the world, which in turn has caused a certain noble bee to experience a rise himself.” He paused while another chuckle went through the room. “A rise, that is, of interest so powerful that our wildflower has turned her face away from the equally wild wasp with his perpetual sting to the more gentle ministrations of the noble bee, for whom she willingly opens her petals.” A few gasps of shock, followed by giggles and chuckles circled the room. “Gentlemen, in honour of this lady, who I cannot name, I raise my glass. Gentlemen, ladies, I give you a toast to love and the taming of the wild.”

“Love and the taming of the wild!” echoed through the room amidst much laughter.

Thomas didn’t move, nor did any at their table, as glasses around the room were raised. The part of his mind that wasn’t seething noted that no glasses were lifted at the head table, either.

“Subtlety was never Steven’s strong suit,” said Patrick.

Eileen was shaking with anger. “He as much as called me a slut in front of the entire court,” her words carried no further than the table.

“Oh, no,” said Thomas, fuming. “He called someone a slut, and if that someone gets mad enough to call him on it, well, that just shows everyone who it is, doesn’t it?”

“Everyone knows who he’s talking about,” said George, his voice a deep, dangerous rumble. 

“But because he didn’t come out and say it, he hasn’t really insulted anyone.” said Thomas. “Coward.”

“Coward or not, I’ll make him answer for it,” said Goshawk. “I’ll not have a lady under my protection insulted in such a way.”

“Not if I get him first,” said Eileen, still glaring at Steven. Her glare shifted a moment later to Baron Goshawk. “What do you mean, under your protection?”

Before Goshawk could say anything, Rowland hushed them all. “Father Roberts is rising.”

Silence fell in the hall as Father Roberts came to his feet, glass in hand.

“Duke Antonius,” Father Roberts began. “My companions and I have seen the countryside and the burned villages; seen ruins where there were once walls and fields. We have talked to those who have retreated to this city to protect themselves from our foul enemy and his even fouler weapons.

“Your Grace, we have become convinced that immediate action is called for.”

Every person in the room who had not been looking at the priest already, swivelled in their seats and craned their necks to see. Father Roberts paused, letting all attention come to him. Thomas took a quick look to the duke. The man’s expression was neutral, but the tension of those sitting around him flowed through the room in waves.

“Your Grace,” continued the priest, “your people are well fed. But, come Midwinter, they will be starving. Food will grow short, and with that shortage there will be unrest and hardship.” He looked around the room. “I have walked among those in the streets, I have spoken to those whose homes have been burned. The Church of the High Father will not stand to see so many of its children suffer if it can help.”

The duke still said nothing. At his sides, his sons had assumed nearly identical blank expressions.

“Therefore,” Father Roberts said, “I pledge to you the might of the High Father’s church. I have the authority to bring two thousand men to the North, with supplies sufficient to feed those troops and this city through the winter.”

He paused, letting the words sink in. Around him there were nods of approval, while in other parts of the room there were murmured comments and whispered discussions. Father Roberts’s voice rose above them all. “Your Grace, give me the word and I shall bring the full force of the church to bear. It will take two months for my men to go and return with more troops. Give me the word and they will do so. Give me the word and our troops will chase these raiders from this land. Give me the word, and I will bring food for your people, to help them through the winter.” He paused a moment, his eyes never leaving the duke. “Give me the word that I may unleash the might of the church and its inquisitors on those who befoul our land with witchcraft, and we will help restore good order once more.”

Thomas’s anger flamed higher. It wasn’t enough that his friends were being tormented by those petty boy nobles—never mind that most were older than he himself—but now Father Roberts had to laid his cards on the table in a way that practically demanded an immediate response. 

“This is my pledge, your Grace,” the priest said, raising his glass high. “And let my pledge stand as my toast. To victory, your Grace. Over those who use witchcraft, over those who dare attack your duchy or any of the servants of the High Father. We will not rest until they are defeated, and with your word we will not wait until spring but summon an army powerful enough that they can be destroyed before the winter is finished. To victory!”

Glasses rose throughout the room. “To victory!” Thomas, glass in hand, even managed to get the words out and swallow his wine. At the high table, the duke raised his glass but said nothing.

“Well,” burbled one of the merchants at Thomas’s table as the priest sat down. “This is good news! The duke cannot resist that offer.”

“No, I don’t think he can,” said Thomas. Which leaves me in something of a mess, doesn’t it? Throughout the room voices chattered, replaying the envoy’s offer and wondering at the duke’s response.

“Even if he agrees today, it will be at least the two months before troops arrive,” said Patrick. His eyes were on Thomas, his voice speculative. “Longer, probably.”

“Two months,” agreed Baron Goshawk, “if the duke agrees today.”

“Assuming the duke gives him leave to go,” said Rowland, “he still he has to make it to the South without getting killed along the way.”

The duke rose to his feet, bringing all conversation to a halt. “Ladies and gentlemen, merchants, knights and other friends; it has been a long week, and I am afraid my age begins to tell itself. I will retire early tonight. I bid you all stay, talk, dance, and enjoy the evening.”

The duke abruptly stepped down from the table and strode across the hall, his sons and guards following close behind. Thomas rose with the rest as he went by. The duke passed Father Roberts without even acknowledging the man. A rough gesture from the duke made his sons remain behind, and the duke left the banquet hall, closing the doors behind him.

“Apparently the duke can resist the offer,” said Rowland.

“He cannot!” exclaimed the merchant. “Two thousand men could make all the difference in the world!”

“Two thousand mouths to feed,” said Patrick, “and an army not under his control. It is not a good thing.”

Everyone stayed on their feet and servants began to move tables aside for dancing. The duke’s three sons stayed at the door a moment, talking to each other, then spread themselves out, moving easily through the crowd.

“Do we have to stay?” asked George.

“Of course,” said Eileen. “We can’t leave just because people are being complete…” She left off the sentence and Thomas, knowing Eileen’s capacity for swearing, guessed that she was working very hard at keeping up appearances. She didn’t manage to keep the anger from her voice. “We have to stay, we have to dance, and we have to be polite until Lord Henry gives us leave to go.”

The crowd swirled about, the younger members looking across the room for potential dancing partners, the older members talking in groups and casting eyes around to see what the others were doing. Amelia was whispering to William, while Steven and the others were standing in a close knot, talking. Baron Goshawk offered his hand to Eileen for the first dance. She took it and curtsied graciously, though her expression had not changed.

A fair crowd had begun to gather around Father Roberts, talking animatedly and thanking him for his generous offer. Lord John and Lord Richard sauntered in his general direction while Henry made his way towards Thomas and his friends.

“Wasn’t that fun?” said Henry, gliding up to their table. “My father is in an absolutely foul mood now and will no doubt be calling us all in to meet with him first thing in the morning to discuss the good father’s proposal.”

“What will his answer be?” asked Thomas.

“Don’t know yet. But he might tell them they will have no authority to run inquisitions until the troops actually arrive.”

“‘Might’ isn’t comforting.”

“It’s all we have.”

Thomas said nothing more. 

Henry turned to sweep his gaze across the room.

“I see Baron Goshawk got the first dance with Eileen.” 

“Seems fair,” said Thomas. “He escorted her here.” Eileen’s back was stiff as she danced and her expression was thunderous, leaving no question as to her mood.

“And why,” asked Henry, “did he escort her here?”

“Because I was seeing to my troops,” said Thomas.

Henry stared at him. “You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“You’re a fool,” Henry opined. “It will take months before she forgives you.”

“I know.” There was an angry edge to Thomas’s voice. He smothered it. “Your young lords are just waiting to start a fight, Lord Henry. According to Amelia, they’ll be challenging me to a duel.”

“I know,” said Henry. “And there’s nothing I can do about that until someone actually starts something, at which point I can throw them out. And that includes you or George, understand?”

“Us?” Thomas protested. “We weren’t the ones throwing insults around—”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Henry. “Whoever throws a punch or draws a blade gets thrown out and faces my father’s wrath. And now is not the time for you to be going against my father.”

“No,” said Thomas, trying hard not to grit his teeth. “No. Of course it isn’t.”

The dancers whirled about the floor. Thomas saw several of the young lords pass close to the baron and Eileen, though he couldn’t hear what words were being said. Eileen was looking more and more angry, and the baron wasn’t looking too happy, himself. Thomas felt useless and impotent where he stood, and wished he could be on the dance floor.

Baron Goshawk stopped dancing in the middle of the tune and grabbed one young lord’s arm, pulling him away from his dance partner. Thomas couldn’t make out the words, but the young lord—Winston, Thomas believed—looked to be protesting mightily. The baron pushed him away, then held out his hands to Eileen again. Eileen said something to him—rather sharply from her expression—but took his hands again and resumed the dance.

Thomas looked for George, spotting him and Cecily on the other side of the floor. George’s expression was becoming less pleasant by the moment, but he kept dancing. Cecily was whispering something to him and he was shaking his head, his eyes never leaving his sister. Cecily looked quite put out about it, but stayed in his arms, moving through the dance.

“I must go,” said Henry. “There are many I should be talking to.” Thomas nodded, but didn’t take his eyes from the dance floor. “Stay out of trouble,” Henry warned.

On the floor, Eileen was having sharp words with the baron, the young lords were moving in and out, speaking to them. George was working his way closer to his sister.

The music came to an end and Thomas started for the floor. Amelia caught his arm. “Thomas! You must dance with me! Come.”

“I was planning—”

“To dance with Eileen, I know, but she is fully occupied with her baron. Now come, another song will be starting soon.”

On the floor, Thomas could see that Eileen was indeed fully occupied with Baron Goshawk. Her hand was gripping tightly on his sleeve and from the speed her mouth was moving, she was giving him an earful. Thomas was wondering at that even as the young lords gathered around her and the baron. More words were exchanged, but there was no sign of violence. The music struck up again, and Eileen grabbed the baron’s hands and brought him into position for another dance. The man looked to be wincing.

“I must say the black does look very pretty on you,” said Amelia. “Even if it does make you look even paler than you are.” Amelia followed his gaze to Baron Goshawk and Eileen. “The red on the baron suits him very well, too, don’t you think?”

“Extremely.”

“Thomas!” Amelia chided, swatting his arm, “When a lady talks of clothes you are supposed to compliment her on her own.”

“I am sorry,” said Thomas. He looked her up and down. Whatever else could be said of the girl, she knew how to dress. “You chose very well,” said Thomas. “You look quite beautiful.”

Amelia smiled. “As beautiful as Eileen, do you think?”

Thomas shook his head. “Why are you flirting with me, Amelia?”

“What else is there to do?” she asked. “The nobility doesn’t appreciate a common girl like me or a common boy like you. They just use us for their purposes and set us aside. Why, Eileen there has been in the baron’s company every day but one this last— Oh, here comes Lord Winston.”

Lord Winston was dancing on the arm of a merchant’s daughter Thomas had seen at the baron’s party. 

“Captain Thomas,” he said, guiding his partner alongside them. “I am surprised to find you still here.”

“Don’t be silly, Lord Winston,” said Amelia. “He cannot leave before the dancing is over.”

“True,” agreed Winston. “I just thought it must be difficult, seeing the girl you love in the arms of another.” When Thomas didn’t say anything, he added, “But then, from what Lord Steven has said, I suppose you would be used to that.”

It took all of Thomas’s self control to keep his mouth. Other lords were moving closer now, angling their partners to bring them to where Thomas and Amelia were dancing. On the other side of the floor, Thomas could see Baron Goshawk holding firmly onto Eileen’s hands, keeping her back. He couldn’t hear what Eileen was saying, but judging by her expression the words were none too pleasant. He cast his eyes around and found George off the floor, talking to Sir Patrick and Sir Rowland.

“It is funny, Captain,” said Lord Winston as the other young lords closed in. “If someone had said that about my woman, I would surely want to do something about it. I would surely have strong words for that person.”

Thomas stopped dancing. “Really? I would have thought you’d have run off to your friends to whine about it, and concoct some scheme to ensure that someone better with a blade would do your fighting for you.”

“Now, Thomas—” Amelia began, but Lord Winston cut her off.

“Unlike you, I do not hide behind the skirts of my girl, or under the cloak of my betters, when strong words are said about those I hold dear.”

Thomas looked around him. The lords had formed a circle, their dance partners pushed away behind them and watching over their shoulders with expressions ranging from anxious to excited. Lord Cormac was grinning, and Lord Steven was standing, arms folded, directly behind Winston. Thomas did a slow circle, taking in all their faces until he was facing Winston again. “Really? Doesn’t look like it.”

“These are my friends,” said Winston. “I don’t see yours anywhere.”

“A moment,” said Thomas, turning his back on the man and taking Amelia’s hand. “I thank you for the dance, Amelia.” He kissed her hand and let it go. “Best to step away now.”

“But the dance isn’t over—”

“Don’t be stupid,” snapped Winston. “Get out.”

“Lord Winston! I’ll thank you to—”

“Amelia!” It was Lord William, standing outside the circle, Thomas noticed. “Please. Come here.”

“Go, Amelia,” said Thomas, softly. “I’ll be fine.”

Amelia bit her lip and walked slowly from the circle. Two lords stepped aside to let her pass and then closed the gap as soon as she was through. She could go no further, though. The crowd around them was growing and pressing in on all sides. The musicians kept playing, but no one was listening anymore. Within Thomas’s view he could see Lord John standing next to Father Roberts, both of them watching with interest. A little way from the circle, Goshawk was still holding Eileen in place and speaking urgently into her ear. She was pulling at his arms, but he wasn’t moving. Thomas wondered how long it would be before she kicked him in the shins. It nearly made him smile in spite of himself. “Now,” said Thomas. “Where were we?”

“We were saying you were a coward who hides behind his betters.”

“Ah. Why?”

“Why are you a coward?” sneered William.

“Why call me one?” Thomas asked, raising his voice so it carried through the hall. “From almost the day we arrived, you and yours have been hostile. Why?”

When no answer came immediately, Thomas continued. “I can almost understand your attentions to Eileen. She’s very pretty. Better men would have sought to know her and gain her friendship. Instead, you and yours tormented her and pursued her, as dogs would a cat that they found trapped in the yard where their master kept them chained.”

Steven stepped forward. “You call us dogs, Captain?”

“I do.” Thomas raised his voice. “The duke called an end to the toasts before I could properly respond to yours, so let me do so now, since all seem to be listening.” He took a deep breath. “I was invited here, by Lord Henry, to assist as best I could against the raiders. Through no fault of their own, my friends were forced to come with me. And so we came, and the duke treated us graciously and with kindness.

“You boy-lords, on the other hand, have not. You have hounded Miss Eileen, you have ridiculed Sir George, and you have insulted and threatened me. Despite knowing we had come to offer our help, despite knowing we were friends of Henry and despite knowing we were guests of the duke. I am unsurprised you lacked the intelligence to behave towards us as your duke did, but had expected you to have enough training to ape the behaviour of your betters. Instead, you acted with no regard for the young lady’s feelings, no regard for the opinions of your duke, and no regard for the safety of your duchy.”

He looked around the circle, seeing anger and excitement there. “You are spoiled children, cowards, and fools of the lowest order. Your behaviour makes you as unfit to be at this banquet as a mongrel dog which has crept in to lick the scraps from the floor under the boots of its master.”

Steven opened his mouth, and Thomas overrode him, his voice carrying clearly through the entire hall. “I am the best of the Academy’s swordsmen. I have been blooded in battle and have ended a dozen men’s lives with my blade. And I will be in the practice hall tomorrow morning to face any who wish to challenge what I have said here tonight. My chosen weapons are rapier and dagger.” He turned back to Steven. “Now if you are quite finished, I would like to dance with my lady.”

“Hardly your lady,” said Lord Cormac, “She seems to far prefer Baron Goshawk’s company to yours.”

Before Thomas could make reply to that, two of the lords were shoved hard out of the way from behind and Eileen strode across the circle to Thomas. She was practically panting with exertion and her wrists were red from her struggle with Baron Goshawk. Behind her, Thomas could see the baron limping after her as best he could. I knew she’d kick him.

Thomas bowed low and, on rising, held out his hand. “My lady, would you do me the honour of this dance?”

Eileen curtsied low and with much more grace than she’d had a week previous, took his hand, took one step closer and wrapped her arms around Thomas, putting her mouth on his and kissing him hard enough that he practically lost his breath and balance simultaneously. He managed to catch his footing and get his arms around Eileen. He spent the next little while returning her kiss as thoroughly as possible, ignoring the wolf whistles and cheers. At last, Eileen leaned back a bit, breathed deeply, and let him go.

Music had begun playing again at some point during their kiss—a lively, joyous piece. Thomas spotted Lord William leading Amelia in the first steps of the dance. Other lords had quit the circle and found new partners, but Steven and Cormac still stood before them.

“In the morning,” said Steven, when Thomas turned to face him.

“In the morning,” agreed Thomas. “Now, if you will excuse me.” He took Eileen in his arm and whirled her across the dance floor. She said nothing, but followed him through the steps of the dance, her red hair and red-orange dress making her look like flame circling a pillar of darkness as she danced and spun around Thomas.

George danced by with Cecily on his arm, and Henry passed with Miss Rose. The knights of the White Wolf were on the floor as well, and Amelia and William. Thomas realized that he was once more surrounded, only this time by friends instead of enemies—friends and Amelia, and Thomas wasn’t sure which side she was on at all, now. For the first time that evening he felt relaxed and, as he lifted Eileen for the final spin of the dance, then set her gently to her feet, Thomas almost felt happy. He bowed low again and, still holding Eileen’s hand, walked her to edge of the floor where Baron Goshawk sat rubbing his shin and looking rueful. In a moment, Henry, George, and the others joined them.

“That was impressive,” said Henry.

“I thought so, too,” said Thomas.

“I meant the kiss, not the challenge.”

“Me, too,” said Thomas, smiling at Eileen even as the reality of the challenge sunk in. “And now, given what I’m going to be doing in the morning, I think I would like to excuse myself from the rest of the evening. And Eileen, if she will deign to go with me.”

“Of course,” said Henry. “In fact, I’ll accompany you.” He snagged a pair of full bottles of wine from one table. “George, would you and your lady like to accompany us?”

“Aye,” said George, but Cecily shook her head.

“My parents would not allow it,” she said.

“Nonsense,” said Henry. “Consider it a command. And George, get a couple more bottles,” said Henry.

“If it’s going to be a party,” said Eileen, “then perhaps Baron Goshawk could join us?”

“I would only be in the way, I think,” said the baron.

“I would consider it a great favour,” said Eileen, and something in her tone made Thomas suddenly alert and nervous. Whatever had been said between Eileen and the baron, Eileen wasn’t done with it yet.

The baron caught the tone, too. “Of course,” he said, rising and limping forward. “And I pray you’ll accept my apologies, Miss Eileen. Thomas, well done.”

“Thank you. Can we go now?”

“We can,” said Henry, and led the troop out of the room.
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The noise of the banquet became a dull roar when Henry closed the hall doors behind them. Thomas breathed a sigh of relief and took Eileen’s hand in his own as Henry, with Sir Lawrence on his heels as always, led them down the candle-lit hallway. George and Cecily walked arm and arm behind Thomas and Eileen, and Goshawk brought up the rear. Music started up again in the great hall as they walked down the main corridor, the clear notes of flute and harp and the beat of the drum rising above the tide of chatter in the room and wafting through the hallways.

They were just coming to the end of the main hallway when they heard light footsteps running up behind them. They turned and found Rose, holding up her skirts and gasping as she dashed toward them. “Lady Prellham,” explained Rose when she caught up. “Said I should go with you and keep you company.” She blushed and lowered her voice. “And keep you from doing anything untoward.”

Good luck with that, thought Thomas.

“Of course. Come along.” There was still an edge to Eileen’s voice, but Thomas didn’t ask after it. He would find out soon enough he was sure, and he really wanted to get out of the hallway. He let Henry lead them to the tower door, then stepped to the front and unlocked it. Henry snagged some candles from a sconce and held them out to George. “Bet you’re better at lighting a fire than I am.”

“Aye, probably,” said George, taking them. “Assuming Thomas is keeping any kindling.”

“There’s some,” said Thomas, stepping in and holding the door wide for his friends, “by the fireplace.”

George grunted his acknowledgement on his way past. The rest of them followed, Eileen last, and Thomas closed the door behind them and shot the bolt, thankful for at least a semblance of privacy. George set his bottles of wine on the table, and headed for the fire. Henry found one of the chairs and sank himself into it. Sir Lawrence, Baron Goshawk and Miss Rose stood uncertain in the middle of the floor.

Eileen watched George until the kindling was starting to catch fire. The she turned on her heel and drove her fist full force into Thomas’s chest, driving him back against the door and knocking the wind out of him. His mouth gaped open in shock and pain.

“How dare you!” Eileen shouted. “Did you think I was your property that you could hand me over to Baron Goshawk like that?”

Thomas gasped for air as Eileen kept yelling. “It’s bad enough that I’m stuck here in this place and can’t go anywhere by myself and can’t do anything I want! Now I find out you set the baron up to sit watch over me like some helpless infant! How dare you?! And you!” She rounded on the baron. “Coming to my rooms! Feigning interest in me and my affairs! Why did you do that? What did Thomas offer that made you pretend to care?”

“Thomas offered me nothing,” said the baron, stiffly, “and I was not pretending.”

“What, exactly, did Thomas do?” asked George.

“He turned me over to this one,” Eileen shoved a hand in the baron’s direction, “and put me under his protection!”

“Thomas asked me a favour,” said the baron. “He felt Eileen was in danger from those whose rank allowed them to behave with impunity. So he asked me to spend time with her and care for her, so she could be shielded by my rank. Given the events that occurred at my party, I thought it was the least I could do.”

“Oh.” George looked thoughtful. “When was this?”

“The morning after the last banquet,” wheezed Thomas, finally able to force some air into his lungs. “Lord John suggested it.”

“Clever of him,” said Henry. “So what is the trouble?”

“He never asked me!” Eileen shouted. “No one ever asks me! They just tell me what to do! And then those lords of yours sneer at me and jeer at me and hate me for nothing! Look at me!” she spun back to Thomas. “Look at me! I’m in the most expensive gown I’ve ever worn, and it fits perfectly and I look great!”

“I know,” said Thomas.

“Then why didn’t you take me to the banquet instead of sending him?!” Her finger stabbed towards the baron.

“I didn’t send him,” said Thomas.

“But he came anyway! Why didn’t you ask to be my escort?”

“I didn’t get the chance! I had to look after the students!”

“And they’re more important than me?”

“Stop!”

Henry’s shout froze Thomas’s reply. Henry grabbed Thomas’s winter cloak and coat off a hook. He threw the first at Eileen and the second at Thomas. “Come with me.”

“But—” Eileen began.

“Silence,” ordered Henry, taking her by the hand and pulling her up the stairs to the next level. “Thomas, now!”

Thomas followed on Eileen’s heels, pulling the coat on as he went.

Eileen glared at Henry, but wrapped the cloak around her as best she could. Henry, not letting go of her hand, pushed open the trap door and led them into the empty room above. Thomas had hoped the man would stop there but Henry kept going, taking them up the other flight of stairs and putting his shoulder hard against the trap door above. After a brief struggle he forced it open and a blast of cold wind and snow drove down on them.

“No, Henry!” Eileen gasped. “It’s too cold out there!”

“No it isn’t,” said Henry, “Get out!”

He hauled on her hand to get her in front of him, then shoved on her backside to send her the rest of the way out, earning himself a shocked expletive from Eileen. Thomas glared at the lord on his way past, and found himself shoved out by his own backside. Thomas’s expletive was even more to the point than Eileen’s.

Henry grinned. “Now stay here until you’re done arguing. And Eileen, you are not allowed to throw him off the roof.”

Henry shut the trapdoor, leaving them alone on the cold, dark, windy tower roof. Thomas looked over the battlements, seeing the torches and lights shining from the castle windows, and through the dark city below, occasional torches of night-wandering individuals or set up out front of taverns and other late-open establishments. He sighed. “Where were we?”

Eileen hit him again with just as much force as the last time, and began crying.

Thomas stood, watching the tears flowing down her face and feeling completely stupid. “Eileen, I’m sorry,” said Thomas. “I just didn’t want to see you hurt.” 

“You should have stayed with me yourself!”

“I couldn’t!”

“Then you should have let me come with you!”

“I couldn’t do that either!”

“Why not?”

“Because I was expecting to be ambushed again! They attacked you at Baron Goshawk’s party. They attacked you in the practice room. They certainly wouldn’t have hesitated to attack you in the streets. And once they’d killed me, what do you think they would do to you?”

“I can protect myself!”

“You didn’t want to!” shouted Thomas. “You didn’t want to fight anyone; you didn’t want anyone touching you; you didn’t want anyone near you! And you certainly didn’t want me around!”

“I did, too!”

“Then why didn’t you say so?”

“I’m saying it now!” Eileen stamped her feet. “By the Four, Thomas! You stopped coming near me after the party. I thought you didn’t want to be around me anymore!”

“How could you think that?” Thomas demanded. “I love you!”

“Then why wouldn’t you come around?”

“I wanted to keep you safe,” said Thomas. “And then, whenever I was going to come around, the baron was already there.”

“Because you asked him to be!”

“Well, I didn’t expect him to be so efficient about it!”

A quick laugh exploded out of Eileen’s mouth, fading to nothing just as quickly. “By the Four, Thomas, I just wanted to be with you.”

Thomas crossed the space between them and opened up his arms. Eileen didn’t say anything when he wrapped his arms around her, but she didn’t resist either, and he pulled her to his chest, holding tightly. “I am sorry,” he said quietly. “I just wanted to make sure you were safe while I found out what was going on.” He sighed. “Not that I’ve done that.”

“I should have come with you,” said Eileen.

“I know,” said Thomas. “Maybe after tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning?” repeated Eileen. She shoved herself away from Thomas’s chest. “You could be dead tomorrow morning! What possessed you to challenge them all?”

“They insulted the girl I love.”

“Oh, you idiot.” Eileen began crying again. “They could kill you.”

“Not from what I’ve seen.”

“Then what?” Eileen demanded. “Are you going to kill them all?”

“No, he isn’t,” said Henry, opening up the trap door. “I’ll speak to my father tonight and have a writ calling for any duels to end at first blood.”

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled,” said Thomas. “Were you listening to all of it?”

“Yes,” said Henry. “And it’s our opinion that you behaved horribly and owe her an apology.”

“Our?” Eileen repeated.

“Well, I wasn’t going to listen alone,” said Henry. “It would be undignified.”

“Get up here,” Eileen commanded. “All of you!”

Henry grinned, opened up the trapdoor and called, “Come on!” He stepped up onto the roof. “Cold out here.”

“It’s freezing!” said Eileen, watching in horror as George, Rose, Baron Goshawk, Cecily and Sir Lawrence all stepped out onto the roof. Rose and Cecily had the good manners to look slightly abashed. “If you were all going to listen anyway, why couldn’t we have fought this out inside?”

“Well,” said Henry, “I thought the argument would be shorter in the cold. Also, it was funny.”

“Funny?” repeated Eileen. “How is this funny?”

“Well, not for you, maybe.”

“Eileen,” said the baron, coming to her and holding out his hand. “Please accept my apologies. I didn’t mean to keep Thomas from you…” He stopped, then smiled and for the first time looked slightly shamefaced. “All right, I did. After our turn on the fencing floor, I was feeling somewhat embarrassed and when Thomas asked…” He turned to Thomas. “Sorry, Thomas. I should have let you take her to the banquet.”

“My fault,” said Thomas. “I didn’t ask Eileen in time. I was an idiot.”

“Yes, you were,” agreed Eileen. She took the baron’s hand and curtsied. “And I’m still mad. But I thank you for the apology.”

“Will you forgive me?” asked the baron.

“Eventually,” said George, before Eileen could answer. “But she’ll make you pay for it first.”

“Oh, you!” Eileen leaned down, scooped up a handful of snow and threw it at her brother. George tried to duck and, instead of getting hit in the chest, received the snow full in the face.

“Wench!” he shouted, and picking up his own handful of snow, threw it back.

“Thomas!” Eileen shouted, ducking. “Defend me!”

“Against him?” Thomas asked. “Are you crazy?”

“If you loved me,” said Eileen, hands on her hips, “you’d defend me.”

Before he could react, the baron had already picked up his own handful of snow and caught George in the head. He grinned. “Well, you did ask me to protect her.”

For a reply, Thomas picked up the snow, ignoring the cold in his hands, patted it into a ball, and threw it directly at the baron’s chest. It hit square on.

“Fiend!” shouted the baron, and from then on it was a free for all with snow flying in all directions. 

Thomas, being able to see much better in the dark then the rest of them, got half a dozen good hits off before George, Henry and the baron all ganged up to pelt him. Then Eileen dumped snow down his back and Thomas, shouting at the sudden cold, whirled, caught her, and wrapping his arms around her, dropped them both to the roof and rolled her over until he could get a good handful of snow which he put down the front of her dress.

Eileen squealed and struggled fiercely. “You’ll pay for that!”

“How?” said Thomas, grinning, just as George caught him from behind and put an enormous handful of snow down his back. Thomas practically jumped out of his skin and rolled off Eileen, leaving her to the mercy of her brother who descended with another handful and began giving her a thorough face-washing, accompanied by squeals and shrieks of protest.

Thomas grabbed another handful of snow with the intent of giving George the same treatment when he noticed the baron standing at the edge of the parapet staring out at the city. In the time they had been fighting, the dark clouds above the city had changed, turning ruddy orange as they reflected the flames dancing in the city below.

“By the Four,” Thomas breathed, letting George go. “Stop! Everyone stop and look!” The combatants separated and went to the battlements. Below, glaring yellow and orange flames had engulfed a half-dozen buildings, lighting up part of the maze of city streets. Even as they watched, a building’s roof collapsed.

“Father above,” said George as he reached the parapet.

“It’s in the poor quarter,” said Baron Goshawk.

“What’s happening?” demanded Eileen, rubbing the snow off her face. She saw the flames. “Oh no....”

There was a fresh gust of wind, and riding it were the sounds of the fire below—flames crackling, people screaming and, unexpectedly, the sound of steel clashing on steel. Thomas felt the blood drain from his face. “Oh, by the Four...”

The words were barely out of his mouth before a new flame gouted up from the ground, rising to the top of a building and engulfing the roof. Then another did the same about a block away.

Henry rounded on Sir Lawrence. “Get to the banquet hall! Tell them raiders are in the city and tell the White Wolves to gather at the stables and send out the call! George, go with him!”

Lawrence turned on his heel and ran down the stairs, George following a moment later. Thomas could hear alarm bells ringing in the city.

“I’m getting my sword,” said Eileen.

“Do that,” said Henry. “Meet us in the great hall. Hurry. Rose, Cecily, stay with her. Go!” Eileen grabbed her skirts and dashed for the stairs, Rose and Cecily hard on her heels. Henry swung toward Thomas. “What do you see?”

“Fire,” said Thomas, looking at the flames dancing above the buildings.

“What about magic?”

Thomas shook his head. “The buildings are in the way. All I see is flames.”

“Get your battle gear on. I’ll meet you in the hall.”

A bell began ringing in the castle. Another joined it a moment later.

“Someone’s seen,” said Henry. “Thank the Four.”

Henry headed down the stairs. Thomas took one more look at the city and saw another gout of flame rise from the streets to engulf a building. Trying to swallow the horror he felt, Thomas got off the roof and headed for the chest where the page had placed his fighting gear. The page had laid it out in the order it was to be worn, thankfully. Soon, Thomas had warm under-layers and a chain-mail shirt beneath the black clothes. A long, black winter coat, cut for running or riding went on top of it, then the black cloak on top of that. The chain-mail was heavier than he was used to. He didn’t let it slow him as he ran to the great hall.

When he got there, the room was in chaos.

Young lords were running from the hall—heading for their rooms and their weapons, Thomas guessed. There was no sign of George. Henry and his brothers were in a tight group around their father. Thomas ran towards them.

“Are you sure it’s the raiders?” the duke was asking.

“I’m sure!” said Henry, his tone suggesting that it was not the first time he’d answered the question. “Fire doesn’t move that way by itself.”

The duke’s lips pressed hard against each other. “The poor quarter?”

“Aye. Father, we need to get out there!”

“I know!” snapped the duke. He looked around the room. “How long before your knights are ready?”

“I don’t know,” said Henry. “The ones that are here are already heading for the stables. The bells should bring the others.”

“John?”

“The lords are getting their weapons,” he said. “Half of them are spoiling for a fight, anyway.”

“Richard?”

“The men I have in the city are here in the hall,” said Richard. “Most are still in the mountains.”

Father Roberts came forward. “I meant what I said about the church’s support,” he said. “My men and all church guards in the city are yours to command.”

“Good. Add your troops to the city guards. You are under the guard captain’s command. Henry, get into the city as soon as your knights are ready. Call your company together as well and stand ready to march on the poor quarters.”

A man wearing a fancy guard uniform entered the hall and approached the duke. “I am here, your Grace.”

“Report, Captain,” said the duke.

“The attackers are in the poor quarter, your Grace. My men are moving to contain them. We will have all entrances to the quarter blocked within the hour. Our men have encountered the enemy twice. The second time they used fire against us.”

“You held?”

“It was a near thing, your Grace. If the refugee men had not come and reinforced us, the enemy would have broken through. We have summoned the town levies and are preparing to advance.”

“Do not,” said the duke. “Block the exits and wait for reinforcements. What of the rest of the refugees?”

“They are in front of the barricades, asking to be let through.”

“Don’t,” said the duke. “There may be raiders hidden among them. Keep them where they are until reinforcements arrive, then round them up and take them to the central square.”

“Keep them where they are?” John repeated. He looked horrified. “There’s women and children there!”

“No one in or out,” snapped the duke. “Not yet.” He turned back to the captain. “What about the fires?”

“We are letting them burn, for now,” said the captain. “We cannot risk going in while the attackers are still there.”

“Fine,” said the duke. “John, Richard, Father Roberts. Take the lords and your men and reinforce the city watch. My knights and I will join you soon. Henry, your levies are in the city, take command as soon as your knights are ready, and go to the west entrance to the poor quarter. You will lead the attack from there. Where is Thomas?”

“Here, your Grace,” said Thomas, stepping forward.

“Earn your keep. Get your company and meet Henry at the gates. You’ll be front line on this.”

“Yes, your Grace.” Thomas looked around the room. “Lord Henry, has Eileen returned?”

“Sir George’s sister?” The duke shook his head. “I have not seen her.”

“Here!” called Eileen, charging into the room. She had a warm winter cloak and coat over her dress, her weapons in one hand and her boys’ clothes in the other. Rose and Cecily were hard on her heels, gasping for air. Rose also had her rapier. “Henry, what do you want me to do?”

“You’ll do nothing,” said Lady Prellham, starting up from her spot at one of the tables. “You will stay here until this matter is dealt with.”

“She will do as I ask,” said Henry, “and as my father orders.” He turned back to his father. “Speaking of which?”

“She stays here,” said the duke.

“But I can help!”

The duke looked down his nose at her. “Have you ever been in battle, Miss Gobhann?”

“Yes.”

The word came out as flat and bleak and determined as the expression on Eileen’s face. Thomas felt a terrible pride for Eileen as she stood, sword in hand, facing down the duke.

The duke’s own expression softened, and he reached out one hand to brush Eileen’s face. “As that may be, you’ll not be fighting here.” Eileen’s mouth opened again and the duke raised a finger to forestall her words. “No, Miss Gobhann.” He turned to his sons. “I want this filth cleared from my city by dawn.”

Henry nodded, and headed for the door. “Thomas, come.”

“I’ll be right there,” Thomas promised, going to Eileen.

Tears were flowing down her face, now, and she was biting her lip hard not to cry out loud. Thomas stopped in front of her, feeling dreadfully unsure of what to do. Eileen wrapped her arms hard around him. “By the Four, don’t leave me here,” she said, burying her face in his shirt.

“I have to do what Henry says,” said Thomas gently. “You know I do.”

“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t leave me behind. Not like this.”

“I have—” The words never got out. Eileen wrapped her arms hard around him and kissed him hard and deep. Her hands went into his hair and pulled hard, forcing his face to hers. She pulled her lips away just far enough to say “Don’t you get hurt, you hear me? Don’t.”

“I—”

“Shut up. “ She kissed him again, even harder, then pushed him away. “Go.” Tears were streaming down her face, now. “Go!”

Thomas stumbled back. His eyes swept the room and saw the sympathetic looks from the knights’ wives and children, and many of the merchants. Sneers were scattered throughout, though, and looks of disapproval and amusement. Amelia, he noticed, had a very peculiar expression on her face—horror and fascination together. Cecily and Rose came to Eileen’s side.

Thomas pulled the tower key out of his pocket. “Here. See if the duke will let you go up to my tower. Let anyone who wants to come with you. They can see what’s happening from the roof.” He caught Eileen’s hands and pressed the key into them. “Eileen, I love you. I will come back, I promise.”

“I love you, too,” she managed, through her tears. “And tell George to be careful!”

Thomas kissed her once more, as hard and as urgent as she had kissed him, then let go and ran from the hall.
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Thomas’s students were dressed and armoured and waiting by the gate under the watchful eye of Sir Rowland. Thomas quickly divided them into groups of eight and put Mark and Kevin in charge of two of the squads. “I’ll lead the third group myself,” said Thomas. “Does anyone have any actual battle experience?” Heads shook all around. “I’ve been in one, but I’ve never led anyone before,” said Thomas. “Partner up and stay with your partner, listen to what your squad leader tells you. You two,” he picked a pair of students from his squad. “You’re to stay with me at all times. You’re my runners and my assistants, understand? Names?”

“Wilson, Captain.”

“Marcus.”

“Stay with me all the time, no matter what happens, unless I send you off to do something. Understand?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Thomas turned to the rest of them. “Lord Henry has command of us, so we do as we’re told. And we’re going to be in the thick of it.”

Thomas watched as Henry’s knights gathered, armed themselves and got their horses. They were moving as fast as they could, and it still felt like forever before they were ready. As the last knight mounted, Thomas went to Henry. “We’re ready. What should we do?”

“Follow us,” said Henry, mounting his horse. “Keep together and stay behind us. Knights! With me!”

The knights rode out into the streets and Thomas and the students followed behind, moving at a jog. They slipped and slid their way through the streets. The cold wind blasted at them as they went.

“This is no good,” Thomas heard Henry call from the front. “The wind will stir the fires. We need to go in quickly, clear each block and then let the watch come up behind and hold the ground while the people put out the fires. We keep moving and we keep fighting until the enemy is dead. Understand?”

“What about the witches?” asked one of the knights. “How do we stop them firing the city?”

“That’s Thomas’s job,” said Henry. “We get him where he needs to be, and he’ll do the work.” He glanced back at Thomas. “Don’t waste effort on anything else, understand?”

Thomas nodded, ignoring the confused looks.

Henry turned to Sir Lawrence. “Has the company been called up?”

“They have,” said Lawrence. “They’re to meet us at the barricades.”

“Good. We’ll need the archers.”

They moved fast through the streets until they came to west entrance of the poor quarter. Several of the students were gasping for air by then, but none had fallen behind. The city guards had made makeshift barricades of carts and barrels and boxes. On the far side, women and children huddled together against the walls and the barricade itself. Beyond them, men lined the streets, putting their bodies and weapons between the women and children and whatever enemy was to come at them.

A hundred men, each wearing a tabard with a white wolf on it, were standing on the guards’ side of the barricade. They cheered when they saw Henry and the two dozen knights. Thomas recognized some faces from their night in the tavern, though many were strangers. The men were on foot, swords and pikes in hand, arrows and bows on some backs.

Henry called the sergeants of his levies forward and began conferring with them. Thomas took the moment to look over his own students. They were breathing hard, and looking very nervous, but they were still in formation.

There was an extra one in the last row.

The stupid, stupid…

Thomas walked down the lines of his men until he reached her. She was wearing a student cloak over her winter clothes, probably stolen from their barracks, and was looking at the ground. Thomas stood in front of her until she looked up and met his eyes. “I’m not going back,” she said.

The other students all looked in her direction. “Alex?” said Mark.

“Aye,” said Eileen before Thomas could. “I came north with Eileen and George and Thomas.”

“You were told to stay in the castle.”

“I couldn’t,” said Eileen, and Thomas could see she was fighting back tears. “I can’t, Thomas. I mean, Captain. Please.”

Thomas was glaring at her and deciding what to do when Henry called the troop to order.

“You stay with me,” said Thomas. “Come here. Marcus, Wilson, this is Alex. He’s not supposed to be here but it’s too late to send him back. Your jobs are the same, and Alex acts as partner to me until one of you gets sent on an errand. Then Alex pairs off with the other. Got it?”

Henry called for them to move and led the whole troop away from the main street to a barricade on a side street. There were fewer troops there, and fewer refugees on the other side of the barricade. The troops looked grim and tired, and several were injured or burned. Before them there were a few women and children, and a dozen armed refugees. 

“Any sign of the enemy?” demanded Henry.

“None here, my lord,” said one of the city watchmen, “though we had to fight our way back.”

“Right. Open the barricades. We’re going after them.”

The refuges tried to rush forward as the guards pulled the carts out of the way, but the knights lowered their lances, forcing the crowd back. Henry ordered his men forward, and let them go ahead until Thomas led his company through the gap. Henry rode beside them. “How are you all doing?”

Thomas looked over the students. “We’ll manage,” he said. “What’s the plan?”

“We find the enemy and we kill them.”

“And if we can’t find them?”

“We look harder.” Henry adjusted the shield on his arm and looked at Thomas. 

“Quick question.”

“Yes?”

“What’s the penalty for disobeying orders?”

“Flogging or death depending on whether it was in battle,” said Henry. “Why?”

“Curious,” said Thomas.

Henry’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t ask further. Instead, he gripped his reins and raised his open hand, then closed his fist and moved it side to side. “That means no more talking. Stay close behind the knights.”

Henry stayed where he was to talk to the sergeants in his company. Thomas turned to the students. “Right. Stay with me at all times, do as you’re told, and no talking. Got it?”

Heads nodded, including Eileen’s. Thomas glared at her again before turning back to watch the knights riding forward to the first corner. Two knights moved ahead of the column, using hand signals to show when a street was clear. The troops moved forward, their harsh breathing and the noise of feet and hooves on the snow the only sounds. There was no sign of anyone on their route, and Thomas could have almost believed the city deserted save for the sounds of fire growing ever closer as they snaked through the back streets.

They came at last to a main street, and the knights in front signalled a stop. It relayed back through the column and all the men pulled to a halt. Henry moved forward and after a whispered conference with his knights, turned back and led his horse back to the rest of the column. A quick circle of his hand above his head brought forward a dozen men from the company, and Patrick and Rowland. Thomas, guessing Henry was summoning his company commanders, went forward and joined them.

“The enemy hit the street in front of us,” Henry said. “Hard. The buildings are fired and there are bodies in the streets, but there’s no sign of anyone moving.”

The knights nodded. Thomas could feel his stomach starting to quiver with nerves.

“Sir Rowland, go back to the barricades,” said Henry. “Tell them to start moving forward, searching the houses as they go. Tell my father I said we need to go through the quarter block by block.” He turned back to the captains. “The rest of us will make our presence known. We march out there and take control of these blocks, then spread out in a search pattern. Five groups. Four roving with one holding the centre. Archers with each group, in case we run across someone using magic. Thomas, your company stays in the middle. When we flush out a magician, you come running, understand?”

Heads nodded around the circle.

“Good. Go to your men.”

The men broke off to their various companies, relaying orders to their squads. Henry raised his hand once more and the knights advanced out into the middle of the intersection. The night was cloudy, and the flickering flames of the city reflected off the grey, low sky to fill the night with an unearthly, dull orange gleam. The city streets were filled with smoke and steam and the bodies of the dead. 

Some were burnt and smouldering. Others lay in pools of blood made black by the dim light. They had to dodge around the bodies, and Thomas saw several of the students balk at what they were seeing. Eileen had her hand to her mouth and looked ready to throw up, but kept moving. One student stopped, frozen on the spot. Thomas went back and grabbed him. “Keep moving,” he ordered, shoving the student forward, and doing his best not to look closely at the body. “Don’t stop until you’re told.”

The student moved, looking pasty white and pale even in the orange glow of the flaming buildings. His partner grabbed his arm and hauled him forward. Thomas jogged past the group until he was back at the front of the company.

Two buildings burned on one side, sending sparks and flaming debris floating on the wind. Thomas watched in horror, realizing that all it would take was one spark landing on wood shingles for another of the buildings to go up.

Henry gestured the troops forward and Thomas and his students took up guard positions facing one of the streets. Guardsmen from Henry’s company took up the other three directions. No one spoke. In the distance Thomas could hear the sound of flames and cries for help, but no sounds of battle. Henry split his knights into four squads, with twenty of his footmen behind each, and sent them down in each direction.

“One block forward, then hold positions,” said Henry. “Search every building that’s still standing along the way. Anyone inside, take their weapons and send back to the barricades.”

As soon as Henry led his men away, Thomas grabbed Eileen and pulled her from the line. She was about to protest, but Thomas put a finger over her lips. “Take off your cloak. Now.”

Eileen did as she was told. As fast as he could, Thomas stripped off the layers of his clothes until he came to the chain-mail shirt. It was a struggle to pull it off over his head, but he managed it. In a quick move he shoved it over her head and forced her to put her arms in it. It was too long on her, but it was something, and it might help keep her alive. Eileen looked horrified, realizing he was giving up his protection for her. Thomas threw on the rest of his clothes again and shoved her back to the line. Eileen said nothing, which was just as well as far as Thomas was concerned. He took his own place in the line and waited for something to happen.

It didn’t.

Thomas shifted his weight from boot to boot to keep feeling in his feet. He could see company troopers and his students and guardsmen doing the same. Down the street, groups of men split off from the company to run into the houses and stores, kicking in doors and shouting into the buildings as they went. He could see the fear on the students around him as they watched the slow progress of Henry’s troops.

“All right,” he called to the students. “Keep your eyes out and listen to me, all of you.”

There were a few nods, but most of the students stayed motionless, swords in front of them, eyes on the buildings, their frosted breath came out in short puffs and small clouds.

“We don’t know much about the enemy,” said Thomas. “We don’t know where they come from, and we don’t know why they are attacking. What we do know is that they use bows, swords and magic to attack.”

Several of the students’ heads swivelled in his direction on the word magic. “Eyes on the street!” ordered Thomas. “Just listen. The enemy seems able to bring up a fog to conceal their movements, they can weaken walls enough to pull them down, and they can attack with stone rods that throw fire.” He took his own eyes off the street, then, looking at the students. “When magic is spotted, we are going to be called forward to fight it, because that is what Henry brought me here to do. Understand?”

There were mutters of “Aye” from several of the students, and nodded heads from the others. No one asked the obvious question, which was just as well, because Thomas didn’t want to have to explain.

“So when the call comes, keep together, stay beside your partner, and follow me.” Thomas paused. There had to be a way to phrase what needed to be said. “And if… unusual things start happening when we are fighting, you need to stay with me and do as I say. No matter what. Understand?”

More nods.

“Good.” Thomas turned his attention back to the streets. “Now we wait.”

Time dragged by. There was little movement and no talking from either the students or the soldiers. Cold leather creaked, shifting weapons clanged gently, and snow squeaked as soldiers and students alike shifted their cold feet.

A horse raced around the corner, Sir Rowland on its back. The beast slid on the snow and nearly slid into a building before it gained its footing and charged towards them. Rowland pulled the animal to a skidding stop some ten feet away from Thomas. “There’s a fog bank three blocks over that isn’t moving,” he said. “Come on.”

“Me or the whole company?” Thomas asked.

“The company,” said Rowland, turning his horse. “Follow.”

“Come on,” said Thomas to the students, starting out at a fast walk, then breaking into a jog as Patrick’s horse trotted ahead of them. He grabbed Eileen’s arm to keep her with him. “Stay together,” Thomas called to the students. “Stay with your partner. If I or Sir Rowland gives an order, obey it.”

They trotted around the corner then up another pair of blocks, gasping in the cold air and slipping on the hard-packed snow. Sir Rowland’s horse weaved across the road in front of them, struggling for footing.

Ahead of them, Thomas could see a line of troops, archers in front, knights and foot soldiers behind, staring at a wall of fog that blocked the narrow street. Rowland brought his horse to a halt, and Thomas followed until he was behind them. “Where’s Henry?”

“Three blocks over,” said Rowland. “I’ve sent a runner.”

Thomas looked at the fog. “Any sign of anyone?”

“No.”

A lump of fear in Thomas’s throat made it hard to breathe. “Do we wait for Henry or go in?”

“Go in would be my suggestion,” said Rowland. “Better chance to get them.”

Thomas looked at the fog. “They’re waiting for us, aren’t they?”

“Probably.”

Thomas cursed, feeling his hands shaking. He gripped his blade tighter to hide it. “I’ve never led anyone in battle before, Sir Rowland,” he said, his voice low. “What do I do?”

Rowland looked over the students. “Best bet is to advance with footmen forward and you right behind. The knights will follow. When the footmen encounter the enemy, they’ll give a shout and everyone will move to the side to let the knights charge. If they encounter magic, they step aside and let your company charge. Archers stay here to cover the rear.”

“All right,” said Thomas. He looked over the street. “Narrow.”

“Aye. No more than three horses across, if everyone is out of the way.”

“Should I take the whole company?”

“No,” said Rowland. “Did you break them into squads?”

“Aye. Eight per squad. One of ten.”

“Take one squad, the others stay here until needed.”

“Right.”

“I’ll give the orders. You be ready.”

“Aye.”

“‘Yes, sir’ is the correct response.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Go get your troops.”

Thomas did. Rowland lined up twenty-four footmen in three rows. Thomas lined his squad up, shoulder to shoulder with rapiers at the ready. He took his place in the front, Eileen beside him. Behind them Sir Rowland and two knights moved into position, and three others directly behind them. “Right,” said Sir Rowland. “Advance.”

The footmen moved forward into the fog. Thomas let them get three steps ahead, and then softly said, “Advance.”

The students moved forward. A couple hesitated, and for a moment there were gaps in their line until they jogged forward and caught up. Behind them, Thomas could hear the horses’ hooves. Then the fog swallowed them all.

It was thicker than any fog Thomas had seen; thicker than the pea-soup fogs that enveloped Hawksmouth regularly in the spring and fall. He wondered if he could dispel it; call wind the way he had called snow, and drive the fog away. But given how badly the snowstorm had exhausted him, Thomas doubted that calling wind would do any good. He needed to reserve his strength. Especially if the magician calling the fog was more powerful than Thomas. 

The troops kept moving forward. Thomas doubted the others could even see the backs of the men in front of them. For Thomas, the glowing light that emanated from each man was vague and ghostly. A dozen different colours surrounded him. He risked a glance back, seeing the much larger lights of the horses and the men riding them. No matter what colours made up each man’s light, all had a tinge of red. Even Eileen’s light had red in it, though fainter than the others. Thomas didn’t like to think about what that meant, and turned his attention forward.

Step by step they moved down the street, hearing nothing but the sounds of their own movement and breathing. Doors slipped by on either side. Thomas heard Rowland call to the men behind to advance and take control of the doors. Around him, Thomas could hear harsh, panicked breathing from several of the students. Eileen beside him was taking slow, steady breaths even though she was shaking. Thomas kept moving forward, trying to keep his own breath under control.

The narrow walls ended suddenly. Thomas guessed they were in a square. From behind, Rowland called, “Advance another dozen paces, then stop. We’ll bring the rest through and take the square.”

They did as they were told. The footmen took positions on three sides, with Thomas’s squad in the middle. Thomas, unsure of what to do, placed three students behind each line of troops, with Eileen standing beside him and facing the front. Thomas kept his eyes and head moving, peering out into the fog in all directions, looking for some sign of the enemy.

He heard Rowland call an order and the sounds of booted feet on the streets, moving towards them. He glanced back and discovered he could see the troops at the far end of the alley, their red-streaked inner lights moving like glowing wraiths through the fog. He turned his eyes forward again, watching and waiting.

A second squad of students were with the advancing footmen. Thomas let the footmen take position first, extending their line further into the square. Thomas had the students reinforce the lines like the others. Thomas heard another order and knew a third group of troops were moving down the alley.

Half a hundred red-glowing lights appeared in the fog, coming in fast on all sides.

“They’re coming!” shouted Thomas, just a howling battle cry filled the square. Men charged out of the fog, screaming and swinging swords as arrows whipped through the air to impale the footmen and stick into the knights’ armour.

“Charge!” screamed Rowland. “Knights to the right, Footmen to the left! Charge!”

“To the left!” Thomas shouted. “Everyone! Follow the footmen!”

The students did as they were told. Ahead of them was a press of bodies, barely visible in the fog. There were screams of pain and the sound of steel on steel. The footmen formed a solid wall before them and began moving forward. Thomas looked and on the other side of them could see the lights glowing from the horses and the knights as they wove in and out of the fog, and other lights of men dancing around them. He couldn’t see which side was winning.

“Stay behind the footmen!” Thomas yelled at the students. “If there’s a gap in the footmen, whoever is closest fill it! Anyone falls back wounded, you help! Go!”

He didn’t hear an answer over the din of the fight but didn’t ask again. He kept his lookout, swivelling his head to all sides, wishing he could see better through the fog. The inner lights of the men fighting flared red and occasionally turned black and faded from sight.

Another man dead, Thomas realized.

A footman stumbled back, and for a moment there was a gap in the line.

“Get in there!” Thomas screamed, but even as the words were leaving his mouth three students dashed forward. Two stepped up to fill the gap in the line, rapiers flashing forward as they charged. The third grabbed the wounded man and hauled him to relative safety behind the student line.

Behind them, Thomas could hear the thunder of hooves, the shout of charging men and knew that the rest of the troops were coming to their aid. He looked around again, searching for some sign of magic.

He spotted it a moment later—a single point, glowing so bright it pierced the fog. Thomas cursed, waiting for the flames he was sure were coming. They never arrived. It must be the one making the fog. “Sir Rowland! Sir Rowland!”

The knight couldn’t hear him above the din of the battle. Thomas swore with feeling and inventiveness that would have done Eileen credit. He turned to his company. “We need to break through!” he shouted, pointing in the direction of the pinpoint of light, knowing as he did that the students could see nothing through the orange-tinged fog. “Form a wedge! We charge straight through until we get where we’re going, then we charge back. Understand?”

Several of them said something, but it was too quiet to hear. “Answer me!” Thomas screamed.

Shouts of “Aye!” and “Yes, sir!” rang out.

“Make a wedge!” Thomas shouted again. “Now!”

The students formed up as best they could, making a rough triangle with rapiers pointing out. Eileen tried to get beside Thomas but he shoved her back to the centre. “Stay there!” Thomas put himself at the front then shouted at the footmen in front of him. “Get out of the way!”

The footmen in the back row looked, eyes wide.

“We’re charging!” yelled Thomas. “Clear the way! Now!”

The footman held his ground. Thomas didn’t wait. “Charge!” he yelled to his students. “Push our troops out of the way and kill anyone else! Charge!”

The footmen in front of them heard his last yell, and the students hardly had to push anyone out of the way as their wedge charged forward into the fog and the battle. Thomas saw the inner lights of the enemy through the fog before he saw their bodies, and stabbed forward even as he charged. A man cried out and stumbled out of the way. Thomas ignored him and pushed on. A half-dozen more men converged on them, and for a moment Thomas thought they weren’t going to be able to break through. Blades flashed out on all sides and the men against them fell back. “Keep charging!” Thomas yelled. “Stay with me!”

They pushed forward, breaking through the enemy line and racing towards the shining light only Thomas could see. More lights appeared to Thomas through the fog, hazy and man-shaped and a half-dozen strong, and in their midst, a single glowing point of light. “Get ready!” Thomas yelled and charge into their midst.

Thomas muscled aside the blade of the enemy in front of him, and was nearly spitted from the side before another student’s blade thrust into the raider. Blades flashed, men screamed and cursed, and blood made the already-slippery snow even more treacherous. Thomas ignored it all, focusing on the man with the light. He could see him now; could see the wooden rod in his hand that glowed bright blue and spilled out fog.

Thomas killed the man in front of him and lunged forward, driving his point into the body of the rod-wielder and hacking down with his dagger at the man’s hand. The rod hit the ground as the man gasped out his life. Thomas dove forward, scrabbling in the snow to get the rod. Above him, blades clashed and men swore. The students were giving as good as they got, but the men they were fighting were experienced and held their position. From the ground, Thomas stabbed one man in the back and cut another’s leg open. They fell and Thomas realized the students were alone with no one to fight. Twenty were still standing. Three lay on the ground, bleeding—two still and one crying in pain. Another was sitting on the ground screaming, holding the stump where his forearm had been. 

“Form up!” Thomas screamed again, shoving the rod into his belt. He slapped a pair of students on the shoulder and pointed at the student crying on the ground. “Grab him and put him in the middle,” he grabbed another student and shoved towards the one missing a hand. “Help him up and get him moving. We’re going to form another wedge and get back to our lines! Got it?”

Heads nodded and students did as they were told. Around them the fog was lifting and Thomas could make out the bodies on the ground and the men battling above them. Sir Rowland and his knights were driving back their lightly armoured opponents, while the footmen held their place. There were many more of the knights and the king’s troops, and many less of the enemy now than before. “Charge!”

They ran again, doing a little better at keeping the shape of the wedge as Thomas led them across the square. The injured men moaned and cried out as the students ran. The enemy saw them coming, and men broke away from the fight, first one or two, then the entire group. The footmen shouted and charged after them. A dozen or more wounded men stayed where they were, sitting or lying on the ground and crying or cursing or screaming. Thomas led his troop straight toward them.

“Get back to the line!” Sir Rowland shouted, riding hard after the footmen, three other knights behind him. “Get back here!”

The footmen slowed their pursuit and Thomas got his students back to where they had been. “Form up our line again!” Thomas shouted. “Put the wounded with the others! Before the enemy comes back!”

The students looked scared and angry and did as they were told. Thomas watched them and realized that the one he’d made haul the handless student across the square was Eileen. She looked sick to her stomach, but kept moving. There was a roar from the street they had come from and Thomas saw more troops moving forward. Under their sergeants’ orders, new lines were formed, bristling with swords and pikes and archers. The other footmen returned, and Thomas remembered that two of his students had gone to fill the line. He could see no sign of them. Rowland rode up, pulling his horse to a stop in front of Thomas. “What did you think you were doing?”

“We stopped the fog,” said Thomas. “I killed the one doing it and got the rod he was using.”

“Next time, tell me!”

“I tried! You couldn’t hear me!”

“Then send a bloody messenger!” said Rowland. “Any sign of other magic?”

“None.”

“Then form up and stand ready!”

“Yes, sir.” He turned to his troop. “You heard him!”

“Captain Thomas! Captain Thomas!”

He turned and saw Lord William on horseback charging forward. William was wearing only his formal wear from the banquet, now singed and bloody. He hauled on the reins, tearing into the horse’s mouth as he pulled the beast to a stop. “The duke needs you, now! They’re in the castle!”
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If the run to the poor quarter had been hard, the run back to the castle was a nightmare. They students kept their lines together, though, and moved through the streets as quickly as they could. Ahead of them, William trotted his horse, looking constantly back over his shoulder and shouting at them to hurry. Thomas was seriously considering telling the young lord to get down and see if he could manage it any faster when they came out of the narrow streets and on the wide thoroughfare to the castle.

Orange flames were licking out of the inner keep.

Thomas swore and increased his pace. The students around him did the same, racing toward the gates. They were open, to Thomas’s surprise, but blocked by guards with pikes.

“I’m Lord William!” shouted the lord even as he pulled the reins back to slow his horse. “Get out of the way!”

The guards moved and William charged through the gate, then sawed the bit back in his horse’s mouth to make the animal stop. The horse whinnied in pain as it skidded and slipped. William jumped off before the animal had stopped moving and ran straight into the castle. Thomas and his troop dogged the other man’s heels.

In the great hall, a dozen or more wounded men sat on benches and chairs. Many more lay sprawled on the floor, some burnt almost beyond recognition. Merchants and their wives huddled in one corner, and black streaks of soot and char marked the room. Around one table a dozen men clustered, including all the barons. William made straight for them. “I’ve got him!”

He pushed the barons aside. On the table, the duke, badly burnt and cut in a dozen places, struggled to sit up. Thomas stared in horror.

“Get over here,” rasped the duke, his powerful voice hoarse. He coughed. “Listen. They’re in the inner keep. Eastern quarter, near the guest chambers. They’ve got fire. John and the lords are after them. Get them. Now!”

Thomas turned to William. “Lead us.”

William left at a run. Thomas and his students followed close behind. The smell of smoke grew stronger as they moved further into the castle. “I should have been helping the others, not getting you!” snapped William. “Why are you so important anyway?”

“Shut up and lead,” said Thomas, listening for the sounds of flame or battle. He heard both a moment later as William led him to the end of the hall and up a flight of stairs.

On the floor above, everything was chaos. Smoke was billowing from a nearby room, and from somewhere on the floor Thomas could hear battle cries and steel clashing with steel, but there was no sign of anyone. From the far end of the hall, Thomas could see the inner light of a man, glowing red and blue, stumbling toward them. Thomas raised his blade and said, “Ware!”

The man came closer. He was a guard, his uniform singed and wet from the blood that leaked from under the hand he had pressed against the hole in his side. “Where are they?” demanded Thomas.

“All over the family quarters! They’re throwing fire!”

“Where?” demanded Thomas. “How far?”

“Down this hall,” said the guard. “There’s two dozen men bottling them up, but they’re throwing fire—”

Thomas didn’t wait to hear the rest. He ran forward, William beside him and the students hard on his heels. The smoke left Thomas and his men coughing and squinting to see. Thomas reached the burning remains of a door and saw a dozen more of the castle guards and young lords, Lord John among them, bracing a pair of double doors shut with their bodies. The room used to be a large parlour, but now held only soldiers and broken furniture. It stank of blood and burnt flesh, and Thomas felt bile rising in his throat as the acrid stench filled his nostrils. Bodies lay on the floor, some still, others still moving and crying in pain. Around the edges of the room another dozen men stood, blades at the ready, all looking at the door.

Thomas charged forward, not caring if William was behind him or not. “Lord John!”

“Thomas!” Lord John broke away from the door, gesturing another man to take his place. “They’re behind the doors! We don’t know if they’ve managed to break through—” The door gave a lurch, and the heavy sound of bodies ramming against the other side filled the room. The guards and lords shoved back with all his weight, “—break through on any other level. There’s more of them than us and they’re—”

Flames streamed out from under the door, and Thomas jumped to one side as the guards screamed and stumbled away. The door lurched again, sending the burning defenders sprawling, and bodies poured into the room.

“Attack!” John screamed.

The guards and lords ran forward and bodies and blades clashed in the middle of the room. The students pressed forward behind them, blocked from the battle by the men in front. Flames danced on a half-dozen surfaces, throwing shadows in all directions and filling the air with acrid, eye-burning smoke. A guard fell and Thomas charged into his place, cutting one man’s legs out and stabbing another from the side.

Thomas saw a pair of guards and one of the lords falling even as he killed another of the attackers. Students stepped in to fill the gaps, but the attackers pressed forward. Thomas couldn’t tell how many there were; his world reduced itself to the men in front of him.

“Drive them back!” screamed John. “Kill them and drive them back!”

Both sides redoubled their efforts. Men screamed cries of battle or pain, and some slipped to the floor or stumbled back, clutching at bloody wounds. The lords and guards and students pushed forward, making a wall of steel and flesh. Inch by inch they drove the attackers back. The raiders gave every step grudgingly, and tried surging forward half a dozen times.

“A rescue! A rescue!” The shout came from behind the lords, rising from a dozen throats.

“They’re ours!” yelled one of the wounded lords. “Over here!”

From behind the enemy, someone shouted something in a language Thomas couldn’t understand. The raiders all screamed at once and turned on their heels. The lords shouted in victory and charged forward.

In the hallway on the other side, Thomas had a split second glimpse of a man raising something that glowed bright with magic in his hand. Thomas screamed “Look out!” and dove to one side, rolling on the hard stone of the floor as flames tore toward the charging lords.

Screams filled the room. Lord John and half a dozen others stumbled back and fell to the ground, slapping at themselves or rolling on the ground to douse the flames that covered them. Others lay in the hall, unmoving and on fire. Thomas came to his feet, focusing his mind even as the man with the glowing rod stepped forward to meet the next round of charging troops. Behind him, more men were massing for an attack.

Thomas opened his hand and lightning flew from his fingers into the chest of the rod-wielder, sending him flying backwards with a deafening boom of thunder. This time, both sides froze and stumbled back. Thomas raised his hand again and let loose a blast that spread through the hallway in front of him. Spread out, it didn’t have the power to kill, but it sent men flying and made others cringe back.

“Charge!” Thomas screamed. “Before they recover! Charge!”

Thomas ran forward, jumping over squirming bodies of the lords and aiming for the stone rod lying on the ground a dozen feet away. 

Behind him, Baron Goshawk screamed a battle cry and charged, driving a thick-bladed war-sword into the enemy. Other voices joined in and suddenly Thomas was no longer alone. Guards and students streamed forward, attacking the enemy. Thomas, knowing his magic was nearly gone, used his rapier instead, cutting and thrusting at the enemy to keep them back.

“Form a wall!” shouted Baron Goshawk. “Form up on Thomas!”

They did. In the wavering light of the flames, Thomas could see that the enemy was now outnumbered. The baron yelled for his men to move forward and Thomas did the same, fighting his way to the rod on the ground.

One of the enemies had the same idea, and was much closer than Thomas. He reached for it, but Goshawk was on top of him before he could stand, taking his head with a single quick cut.

The wall of students and troops, now reinforced by the surviving lords, inched forward, fighting step by step, forcing the enemy further back down the hallway. Thomas focused on getting to the stone rod. Several more of the enemy saw what he was doing and tried to drive forward, but the troops and Thomas’s rapier forced them back again and again, until Thomas could reach down and take possession of the rod.

The moment it was in his hand, the enemy broke ranks and fled, trampling on one another as they tried to force their way out of the room. The defenders pursued, hacking at the enemies’ backs as they ran. Thomas stayed where he was, looking at the stone rod in his hand. It still glowed magic. Thomas could feel the strength it, vibrating through the stone.

“Regroup!” screamed Lord John from the floor. “Goshawk! Goshawk! Thomas!”

Thomas let the troops pass him and ran back to John. Goshawk joined him a moment later.

“Get them organized,” John said. He forced himself to a sitting position, crying out at the pain of it. “Get them into groups and start searching. And get someone in here to take care of this place before anything else burns. Go!”

Goshawk ran back toward the fighting. John tried to force himself to his knees, wincing with every movement. “Thomas, stay with them. There may be others with magic.”

“I don’t think I have any left,” said Thomas. He still felt all right, but knew that soon the exhaustion would come.

“They don’t know that,” said Lord John.

For the next hour Thomas and his students patrolled the hallways under the command of Baron Goshawk. Men looked at Thomas with fear and gave him a wide berth, but said nothing. The students still followed Thomas’s orders, and Thomas couldn’t tell if the shock on their faces was from battle or from what they had seen Thomas do. He faced no more of the enemy himself, though others flushed them out and half a dozen more small fights broke out. Room by room they secured the castle. Eileen stayed beside him the entire time. She was bleeding, Thomas noticed, but so was he and everyone else by then. At least the cuts didn’t seem serious.

Finally Baron Goshawk told Thomas, “There’s no sign of any left inside. Get to the duke and see what he wants you to do.”

“Aye. Any students you see, send to the great hall.”

“Aye. Good luck.”

They’d lost five more students; three had been injured, two killed. By the time Thomas reached the great hall, the remaining students were with him again. All of them looked exhausted and haunted, but none had run away and none had frozen in the fight. Thomas was as horrified as they were, and proud of them for managing to keep fighting.

Thomas left them in the hallway. The duke was lying on the table, not moving, attended by his physician. Lord John was on another table, cursing quietly as he looked at his father. When Thomas came close he found the duke unconscious, the physician applying a salve to his burns.

“Thomas,” called Lord John. “Report!”

“We’ve searched the castle,” said Thomas, his eyes still on the duke. “Baron Goshawk says the enemy has been routed. He’s still searching for them, but thinks the inner keep is secure.”

“Any more magicians?”

“Didn’t find any.”

“Right.” Lord John looked at his father and cursed once more. “How bad are your injuries?”

“Injuries?” Thomas looked down at the half-dozen cuts he had. “Not bad or I’d have noticed them,” said Thomas.

“Then get outside,” said Lord John. “Get your troops back out to the poor quarter. Chances are, they’re still in the city.”

“Of course,” said Thomas.

“And be careful. You’re all we’ve got.”

 

***

They jogged into the still-burning city, exhaustion slowing their steps. The barricades and guards were still there, but the men and women who’d been huddled on the far side were gone. Thomas took it as a good sign. They got directions from one of the guards and headed past the barricades. Thomas found Sir Rowland and the knight had Thomas and the students join the patrols. For two more hours they roamed the streets but saw nothing. At last, Henry’s orders came to have them rest in a nearby inn.

The students found the place quickly enough. The building was open, the innkeeper and his wife passing out steaming dishes of stew and cups of hot mulled wine. Thomas and his men joined the troops already in the crowded building. There were only fifteen students now, another one having died in the fighting, and others wounded too badly to keep up. All who remained had injuries, though the wounds were minor.

Thomas was last to get his stew and wine, and by then the students had formed a close knot by the fireplace, save Eileen who stayed by Thomas. The students were looking tired and hurt and shocked, and the glances they threw in his direction were fearful. Thomas took a drink of his wine, being careful not to spill it as the trembling began again in his hands. “Circle up.”

They opened their ranks to form a tight circle around him, eyes wary. Thomas stepped into the gap, Eileen beside him. “Now you know why I’m here,” he said. “And you all need to follow me, without question. Understand?”

Heads nodded around the circle, some slower than others. Thomas took Sir Rowland’s line. “The correct response is, ‘Yes, Captain.’”

“Yes, Captain,” said the students in a ragged chorus. They all said it, though, including Eileen.

“Good,” said Thomas. “We can argue about the theological implications of all this after we get through the night. Now eat, drink and try to get some sleep.”

“Yes, Captain.” The chorus was a little less ragged that time. Thomas turned his attention to his own food and drink, and managed to get most of it down before Henry arrived and called his captains together inside the tavern. Over the course of the meal, Thomas’s hand-tremors had become a full-body shiver. He worried he wouldn’t be able to stay awake, let alone call any magic.

“How was it at the castle?” Henry asked.

“Bad,” said Thomas. “But we fought them back.”

“Magic?”

“Yes,” said Thomas, not adding anything more. He half-expected Henry to demand a full report, but the young lord only nodded.

“We haven’t seen any more of that here,” said Henry. “How are you?”

“I was fine while we were fighting,” said Thomas. “I didn’t use it all. But now the shakes have set in. I don’t know how long I’m going to be awake. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” said Henry. “Go upstairs, find a bed and sleep. Have a couple of students guard the building. Alternate one hour shifts so everyone gets some sleep. We’ll come get you if we run into magic. We’ve got to go through the poor quarter building by building, and we’re not even close to half done. We’ll be at it until tomorrow night, at this rate.” Thomas stood where he was, swaying, until Henry said, “Go now, Thomas.”

“Yes, Lord Henry.” Thomas pushed himself to his feet, feeling his legs tremble under the weight of his body. He made it to the stairs, and then up. Eileen followed. He found an empty room with a bed and managed to walk to it with some semblance of control over his limbs.

“I’ll get the fire started,” said Eileen.

“Do that later,” said Thomas. “Tell the squad leaders to organize watches. Anyone who wants to sleep in here is welcome to do it. It’s probably warmer than downstairs.”

He settled back on the bed, closed his eyes, and was asleep in moments.

 

***

 

“You bloody fool!”

The shout pierced Thomas’s brain and he recognized George’s voice even before he was fully awake. He forced his eyes open. Eileen was standing in front of the small fire burning in the fireplace, shushing George and pointing at Thomas. George was gripping his sword-belt in both hands, strangling it instead of his sister. His armour and surcoat were covered in soot and blood and mud. “Don’t you tell me to shush! You could have been killed!”

“So could you!”

“You could have stayed in the castle! You should have!”

“I was in the castle!” Eileen shouted back. “We were called back to it when it was attacked! Half of it was on fire! Don’t tell me it would have been safer!”

“If you’d stayed in Thomas’s tower—”

“I would have been half-crazy worrying about you both!”

“So you went out with him?”

“Well, I couldn’t go with you, could I?”

Thomas pulled himself up to sit, and George immediately rounded on him. “What in the name of the Four were you thinking?!”

“I already told you, I snuck in!” Eileen shouted at her brother. “He didn’t know until it was too late!”

“Shut up!” Thomas shouted before George could say anything. “The pair of you! There’s people sleeping below and they don’t need to hear you!” Eileen opened her mouth and Thomas added, “That’s an order! You wanted to be in the troop, so do as you’re told!”

Eileen glared at him, but said, “Yes, Captain,” and stomped out of the room.

Thomas put his head in his hands, scrubbing at his face and willing away the exhaustion. When he looked back up, George was still glaring at him. “Yell at me after we’ve won the war,” said Thomas. “What time is it?”

“Not quite dawn,” said George.

“Any more magic?”

George shook his head. He was still furious, but underneath it George looked exhausted and haunted and much, much older than his eighteen years. Or is it nineteen now? Thomas wondered. “When is your birthday, George?”

George looked surprised. “End of the summer, a week after you left.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

George shrugged. “Didn’t seem that important. Why?”

Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know. Are you all right?”

“I’m all right,” said George. “Got a couple of cuts but nothing bad. We lost a pair of knights to ambushes, and another pair in the fighting, and probably a couple of dozen of the footmen.”

“We lost about eight of the students,” said Thomas. “Most wounded; some dead. One lost his hand.”

“Can you fix him?”

Thomas shook his head. “I wouldn’t know how. Are they still fighting?”

“Not for an hour or more.”

“Good. Any orders from Henry?”

“Aye. You need to be in the practice room this morning, to see who is going to come and challenge you.”

“Oh, by the Four.” Thomas shook his head. “I’d forgotten.”

“I’m sure they have, too,” said George. “But Lord Henry says you need to be there and to bring the students with you in case the lords have some ideas about all going at once.”

“After last night, I really doubt anyone is going to try,” said Thomas, remembering the battle and the bodies on the floor. “I don’t even know how many of them are still alive.”

“Hadn’t thought of that,” said George.

“At least now we might be able to get this over with,” said Thomas. “The duke will have no choice but to go after the enemy, and then maybe we can get this finished and go home.”

“Home would be good,” said George, and for a moment Thomas saw past the armour and the blood to the exhausted, horrified young man beneath it. “I’d really like to go home.”

Thomas nodded. “Me, too.” He pushed himself off the bed and stood. He wasn’t dizzy, and while he was tired, it wasn’t the bone-weary exhaustion from the magic. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Eileen being in the fight,” Thomas said as he headed for the door. “I kept her as safe as I could.”

“When the war is over, I’m knocking your head off your shoulders,” said George, but there was no energy in it. Thomas punched him in the shoulder and the two headed downstairs.

The common room of the tavern was much warmer, with a fire in the fireplace and students and troops sprawled over benches and chairs, asleep. No one seemed to have been disturbed by the yelling. Thomas did a count and found twelve students including Kevin, the squad leader, who was asleep on the floor near the fire. Eileen was standing against the wall, sulking. Thomas nudged Kevin with his boot. It took a few tries and several moments of blinking and grunting before he was awake. “Thomas,” Kevin said at last. “I mean, Captain. What’s up?”

“We are,” said Thomas. “Get everyone awake and ready to move. We need to get to the castle.”

Kevin practically leapt to his feet. “More attackers?”

“No,” said Thomas. “Something far more stupid. I’ll explain when everyone is gathered outside. Where’s Mark?”

Kevin looked around. “If he’s not in here, he should be on watch outside the door. I’ll get everyone moving.”

Thomas stepped outside into the bitter cold of the morning. Mark and another student whose name Thomas couldn’t remember were on either side of the door. Both straightened when they saw George and then edged away when they saw Thomas.

“We’re getting ready to move,” said Thomas. “Get your squad together, Mark.”

“Yes, sir.” Mark went inside.

Thomas stamped his feet in the snow, wishing it was warmer. From the tavern he could see no sign of the fights that had raged through the streets the night before, though if he looked down the streets he could see smoke from the still-burning fires. The sky above was grey and heavy and threatening. “Think there will be snow today?”

“Hope so,” said George, untying his horse from its hitching post. “It would help.”

 Thomas sighed. “At least you get to ride.”

“Makes it easier for the enemy to shoot at us,” he said, mounting. “Hurry up.”

George was not going to easily forgive him, and Thomas couldn’t blame him. He left the man alone and turned back to his troop. The students came out in twos and threes, looking ragged and tired. Eileen stood in line with the rest of them, waiting. Fifteen left, including her. Thomas didn’t want to think of the wounded or the dead. And he really didn’t want to think about what the day would bring. Still…

“We need to go back to the castle,” he explained. “We need to go to the practice room and—in what you will all no doubt consider the height of stupidity after last night—I need to be ready to duel whoever comes to challenge me.”

The outbursts from the students were exactly as Thomas expected. He let them complain for a little while, then continued. “You need to come with me because there is a chance that these buffoons will decide to come after me and kill me in a group, rather than facing me one on one.” That brought more complaints. Thomas raised his voice above them. “That said, there’s a fair chance that none of this is going to happen, since several of them are dead and I doubt the rest are in the mood to do more fighting. So get with your partners and let’s go.” He looked over the group. “Where’s Wilson?”

“He was hurt,” said Mark. “Took a blade in the leg and another in the face. Wasn’t dead last time I saw him, but they took him away.”

Thomas nodded. “We’ll find out where the injured are once we’re done with this stupidity,” he said. “And we’ll have our dead buried as well, I guess. I’ll talk to Lord Henry. But for now, we need to get going.”

The students formed up into a pair of ragged lines and Thomas led them through the streets of the city. George rode beside them, moving slowly. People watched from doorways and some called out, wanting information. George or the students told them what they could as they went by, but Thomas kept everyone moving.

At the first major cross-street they nearly ran into Father Roberts and his men, riding through the streets. Like George and the students and Thomas himself, they were covered in soot, mud, and blood. Thomas remembered that Father Roberts had brought twenty men with him, and did a quick count. Five were missing. The man himself looked exhausted and grim, and carried a still-bloody sword in his hand. There was no sign of the inquisitor.

Thomas stopped and raised an arm to his students. They jostled to a halt while George rode up beside Thomas. Father Roberts saw them a moment later and stopped his own troop. “Thomas.”

“Father,” said Thomas. “What news?”

“The fighting seems to be done,” said the priest. “Lord Richard has recalled our troops to the castle. You?”

“Lord Henry reminded me I may have appointments this morning.”

The priest stared a moment, then remembered. “Ah, yes. That. And the rest of them?”

“Are coming to make sure the appointments are kept properly.”

The envoy nodded and made a pair of signs with his hand. His guards rode forward, splitting to either side to make a path down the road. “Why don’t we escort you, since we are all going in the same direction? I have heard rumours of what happened in the castle last night and would like to hear about it from one who was there.”

Thomas looked at the rows of horsemen on either side of the street and knew that, should he put his students between them, they would be as good as dead if Father Roberts decided to take Thomas into custody. “Why don’t you ride ahead?” Thomas suggested. “We’ll follow.”

Father Roberts’s lips quirked to one side in what was almost a half-smile. “What are you afraid of, Thomas?”

“Captain,” Thomas corrected. “And I am afraid of missing the appointments I have promised Lord Henry I would attend. Ride ahead.”

“If I wanted to take you,” said Father Roberts, “I could do it right now.” His men shifted on their horses, hands tightening around weapons, legs tightening around their animals. Thomas’s troop all looked to him.

Of all the times… “You could,” agreed Thomas. “Are you going to?”

“Not just yet. Now, will you come with us to the castle?”

There is no way out of this. “I don’t like craning my neck when I talk,” said Thomas. “Perhaps you would care to walk with me while I tell you what happened?”

The priest laughed, short and tired and humourless. “Of course.” He sheathed his blade and signalled his men to do the same before dismounting. He handed the reins of his horse to one of his guard. “Now, shall we go?”

“Aye,” said Thomas.

He led his students forward in between the lines of the priest’s soldiers. The students looked wary. They all knew of Thomas’s history with the Church of the High Father, and they knew the church’s opinion of magic. They followed anyway. George stayed back, slipping into position behind the soldiers. The priest fell into step with Thomas. For the first pair of blocks, there was nothing but uncomfortable silence between them. “I heard your students acquitted themselves well,” Roberts said, at last.

“They did,” said Thomas. “In the streets and in the castle.”

“And you apparently did some remarkable things last night.”

“You could call them that.”

“I could call them witchcraft.”

“Magic,” corrected Thomas. There was no point in denying it. No point in denying anything anymore. Given how effective the various spy networks were in the palace, what he had done was probably already known throughout the city, and would be known throughout the country by spring. Part of him wondered how long he was going to survive, once he left the North. Assuming I survive this morning, of course.

Father Roberts let that pass. “So that’s why Henry wanted you here.”

“In part,” said Thomas. “He also wanted me to discover the source of the enemy’s magic.”

“And have you?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. He remembered then the two rods, one stone, one wood, that he’d put in his belt the night before. His hand stole down to them. By some miracle, they were still there, and he pulled them out. 

Father Roberts looked to Thomas’s hand. “What are those?”

“How the enemy uses magic,” said Thomas. “The wood one sends out fog. The other shoots fire.”

The priest involuntarily took a step away. “And you captured them?”

“Aye,” said Thomas.

Father Roberts stayed silent for another couple of blocks. “Bishop Malloy,” he said at last. “Did he really use witchcraft?”

“Magic,” corrected Thomas again. “Yes, he did. He used it to pull magic from others and make it his own. He killed at least three people doing it, and when it wasn’t enough, he tried to sacrifice children to get more.”

“So you said at the trials,” said Father Roberts. His tone, surprisingly, was neutral, rather than accusing. “Current opinion in the church is that it could have just as easily been you sacrificing the children and the bishop trying to stop you.”

Thomas shook his head. “In Bishop Malloy’s chapel?” he asked. “On his estate? With children his men pulled from a church-run orphanage? Using a spell that doesn’t even work?” Thomas shook his head. “Don’t be stupid.”

The priest frowned. “How would you know the spell doesn’t work?”

“I read it.” Father Roberts waited for more, but Thomas wasn’t in the mood to give it. Instead he asked, “What are you going to do now?”

“Witchcraft falls under the jurisdiction of the church.”

“But magic doesn’t,” said Thomas. “And neither do students. We are answerable only to the king.”

“The king is very far away.”

“You’re the second person who’s used that as a threat,” said Thomas.

“Really?” Father Roberts sounded genuinely interested. “Who was the first?”

Flames shot out of the buildings on either side, enveloping horses and riders and filling the street with heat and light. Men and animals screamed in pain and a dozens of men poured into the streets, blades out and shouting as they attacked.

“Charge!” screamed Thomas and Father Roberts at once. Flames burst out again, and this time the edge of the flames licked Thomas, lighting his cloak. He struggled to throw it off while running into the middle of the street. He could see men through the second floor windows on both sides with rods in their hands. Praying he had the strength, he raised a hand and blasted lightning out.

The thunderclap was near-deafening. One man flew back from the window, and the troops on all sides reeled back. “Attack!” Thomas screamed. He hoped those around him could hear him over the ringing in their ears. “Attack!”

George was the first in motion, riding forward and slashing down with his blade on the enemy. His actions brought both sides out of their stupor and men charged forward again, blades stabbing and cutting at one another. The church guards drove their animals forward, smashing into the enemy and hacking with their swords. The students in the middle dashed back and forth, attacking any of the enemy who broke through the line.

From the window of the building across the street, a man raised a rod, pointed it at Thomas and shouted, “Kyun skob!”

Thomas dove out of the way as fire rained down towards him. Father Roberts was caught in the flames and screamed as his clothes caught fire. He dropped to the street and rolled. Flame roared out again and Thomas kept rolling, feeling his strength draining with the movement. He came up and raised his own hand, trying to find the rod-wielder even as black spots danced in front of his eyes.

Someone tackled him as flames rained down on them again. The jolt knocked him cold. When he came to, he was being dragged backwards through the streets by Eileen and Marcus. The battle was still raging, though he couldn’t see any more flames. Students had charged into the houses, while Father Roberts’s men chased down the remaining raiders in the streets. 

“I’m awake,” Thomas managed. “I’m awake! Stop!”

They stopped pulling and were helping him to his feet when flame roared out from one of the building’s windows, rising over the heads of the men on the street and hitting the building on the other side. Over the screaming of men and horses and the sounds of battle, Thomas heard George’s voice, raised in a wordless roar. One of the enemy came flying backwards out of the window and hit the ground with a dull thud and a cracking noise. He lay still, the stone rod still clasped in his hand.

“Get me to my feet!” yelled Thomas. “Get me back there!”

Marcus started helping him up. Eileen looked ready to argue, but Thomas shouted, “Do it!” and she reached in to help. Thomas leaned heavily on them as they moved back towards the fight. Other students and the priest’s men emerged from the buildings, bloody and smoky. 

The battle was over before Thomas reached Father Roberts. The man was on his feet again, his clothes and skin burned from the flames. Dead men and horses lay around him. He was staring at Thomas. “The fire…”

“Was them,” said Thomas. The remaining of the priest’s men still had weapons in their hands and were staring at him, fear and loathing in their eyes. He ignored them. “Can you ride, Father?”

Father Roberts’s eyes were glazed and wide, staring at Thomas blankly. Thomas looked at the soldiers and students, milling in the streets. 

“Form up!” Thomas yelled. “Soldiers, look after the wounded. And someone go get Henry! He needs to know.”

The students started coming together. The church soldiers stood, staring. Thomas cursed them roundly. “George, take your horse and find some reinforcements! Students, form up a watch on either end of the streets! You soldiers do something useful and find a place to put the wounded.” George and the students scrambled to do as they were told. A moment later, the church soldiers followed suit.

It was over an hour before reinforcements came, the wounded were taken care of and Thomas could lead his remaining students to the castle. Thomas was cold and tired and his shivers had started again. He cursed heartily at the entire world and especially the young nobility of Frostmire. 
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Smoke shrouded the castle, but there was no sign of flames. The guards on duty were singed and bloody and looked exhausted. Knights wearing the duke’s colours reinforced them, marching along the walls. More men—Henry’s town levies, Thomas guessed—walked patrols outside the walls.

Someone on the wall shouted, “It’s Captain Thomas and the students!”

A cheer rose. Thomas nearly fell over in surprise. Half a hundred men came forward as the exhausted students marched into the courtyard. Thomas had his hand shook and was slapped on the back a dozen times before he was halfway across the courtyard. At the door to the great hall, Sir Patrick stood, waiting.

“What took so long?” he demanded. “Henry sent me here an hour ago.” He looked Thomas up and down. “You’re shaking.”

“We were attacked,” said Thomas. “I used magic.”

“Can you fight?”

“I’m about to find out.” 

Thomas, with Eileen at his side and George and Sir Patrick following behind, led the students into the inner keep.

The great hall had been turned into a makeshift infirmary, with dozens of wounded men lying on rugs on the floor. The stink of blood and the cries of the wounded nearly overwhelmed Thomas. Eileen turned her face away and behind them, Thomas heard a couple of the students gagging. He forced them all to keep moving forward, even though he spotted a half-dozen young men in black uniforms lying together on the floor. He promised himself he’d visit them later, if he could.

Assuming I’m not lying beside them.

The halls of the keep still smelled of smoke, and people scurried through them, some carrying buckets and mops, others with bandages, still others carrying out the dead. Nobility and servants looked to be in equal shock. All got out of the way as Thomas led his troop forward. They reached the practice room and, with a deep breath, Thomas shoved open the doors.

Eight of the lords—Steven, Cormac, James, Anthony, Andrew, Edward, Ethan, and Charles, who was leaning on Geoffrey—were standing in the hall, close to the fire. They had Baron Goshawk surrounded and were badgering him with questions. The sound of the doors banging off the walls and the sight of Thomas and his students made them fall silent. The nobles were in their clothes from the banquet the night before, and while they all looked rumpled, none had blood on them. By contrast, the baron was bandaged in three places, and had soot and blood on his clothes. Looking at him made Thomas realize how filthy and sore and tired he was. He heartily wished he could be somewhere else. 

Baron Goshawk left the fire and came over to Thomas and his students. “Not taking any chances?” 

“Henry’s idea,” said Thomas.

“How are you?” asked Goshawk. His eyes landed on Eileen and stayed there. In a moment he realized who she was. When he did, he turned on Thomas. “Are you insane?”

“Not his idea,” said Eileen.

“Of all the... ill-conceived—”

“I’ve already had this fight once today,” said Eileen, her voice hard. Behind her, the students were looking at one another in surprise. “I am not having it again.”

“Another time, Baron,” said Thomas. “How are you?”

“Well enough,” said the baron. He looked ready to say more to Eileen, but the grim expression on her face kept him from it. “Have you eaten breakfast?”

“Had some stew last night,” said Thomas. “Who is it going to be?”

“They haven’t said, yet. They were too busy taking bets on whether or not you’d come at all.”

“Did you win anything?”

“Five silver, actually,” said the baron, “though they haven’t paid yet.”

“I want some of that, after this is done.” Thomas stopped. His hands were shaking again and his breath was ragged. He turned his back to the students and the lords, willing himself to be calm. It wasn’t working. The baron immediately stepped up beside him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “What happened to you, man?”

“Magic,” said Thomas. “It’s tiring.” He felt his knees threaten to give. “I just need a moment.”

“Suddenly frightened, are we?” sneered Steven.

“You’d know better than that if you’d been in the hallways last night,” snapped the baron.

“I went where I was ordered,” said Steven. “Not where I wanted to be.”

Thomas’s whole body was shaking with exhaustion now, from the magic and the battles and the long, long night. Thomas wasn’t sure how long he was going to be able to stay standing.

“Get Thomas a chair,” said Baron Goshawk to the students. “Hurry!”

“I’m fine,” protested Thomas.

The baron ignored him and turned to the nobles. “Thomas has been fighting all night and has not eaten,” he said. “He needs some time to recover. I believe it is only fair, don’t you?”

“I believe he called for this to happen at dawn,” said Lord Steven. “Given the lateness of the hour, I think we have been more than patient.”

“Given the circumstances,” said Sir Patrick, “I think we can all afford to wait a while longer.”

“I think not,” said Lord Cormac. “I think he should fight now.”

“Either wait for him or fight me,” said Baron Goshawk. “Whichever of you it’s going to be.”

“Me,” said Steven. “And in that case, I will wait. You are of no interest. It is him I want.”

By the Four, why? Thomas struggled to control his shaking hands. Why do they want me so badly?

Pieces fell together in Thomas’s head—the behaviour of the lords and the enemy’s attacks and how they had used the magic. He had a sudden vision of the map that Henry gave him—the marks of destroyed towns and villages, of lives laid waste. Across the room, the lords stared at him, Steven in the front, waiting.

“Draw,” said Thomas, his eyes still on Steven.

Steven blinked in surprise. “What, now?”

“Students!” shouted Thomas, “Draw!”

A moment’s hesitation, then twelve blades leapt to hand. The lords looked shocked. Steven’s blade cleared his scabbard a moment later. “Coward,” Steven shouted. “I knew you were a coward!”

“Thomas, what are you doing?” demanded Baron Goshawk. “It’s a challenge.”

“Get Henry,” said Thomas to Sir Patrick. “Hurry.”

“Thomas, what are you—”

“Henry. I need to talk to Henry. In my tower. Now!” When Patrick hesitated, Thomas shouted, “Go!”

Patrick glared. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Captain.” He turned on his heel and left.

“What about them?” asked Mark.

“George,” said Thomas. “Take their weapons.”

“Aye,” said George, drawing his own heavy war-blade and moving forward. The students advanced with him, weapons at the ready. Steven, his blade still in his hand, ignored him. “You’re a coward!” he said to Thomas. “A coward and a liar and a feeble little boy!”

“Hand over the sword,” said George.

“Come and take it!” shouted Steven at Thomas. “Come and fight me!”

“I’ve killed fifteen men tonight,” said George. “One more won’t make a difference. Now hand over your blade.”

“You can’t do this!” shouted Cormac. “It goes against all rules of conduct! When I tell the duke—”

“Do it,” said Charles.

Steven rounded on him. “You must be joking!”

“Do it. We’ll get our turn.” Charles looked to Thomas. “Or we’ll see you hanged.”

Lord Steven stood, irresolute, then swore and threw his sword on the floor. One of the students picked it up. The other lords undid their sword belts and handed them to George, glowering all the while. George dumped the weapons in a pile on the floor beside the weapon racks.

“Baron, George, keep them here. If they start anything, kill them.”

“Thomas,” said the baron, moving close and lowering his voice. “This is against all rules of honour and the rule of law. You can’t just—”

“I can.”

“They’ll have you hanged!”

“They let the enemy into the city,” said Thomas, keeping his voice low enough that it didn’t carry past the baron’s ears. “And the reason they want this duel is to keep me from stopping them.”

The baron paled. It took him time before he managed, “If you are right—”

“Then we might just end this war,” said Thomas. He looked at the furious lords. “And if I’m wrong, I’ll come back and they can try to kill me one at a time.”

He turned away with the intention of heading for the door, but his vision darkened and the ground started rolling under his feet.

“George!” he heard the baron say. “Help him. Get him to the tower. You,” Thomas didn’t see who the baron pointed to, but guessed it easily enough. “Help him.” Eileen’s arm went around Thomas’s waist, and she took part of his weight. The baron put his hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “I’ll stay here. I outrank them anyway. You just find proof.”

George and Eileen held Thomas up and steered him out of the hall. George spotted a page and called for food to be brought to the tower.

“And breakfast for the students and the baron,” said Thomas. “Twelve of them, in the training hall. They haven’t eaten yet, either.”

The page ran down the hall and away from them. “How much longer are you going to be able to stand?” asked George.

“Long enough to get to my tower,” said Thomas. “After that, I don’t know.”

They hauled Thomas through the hallways and up the stairs to the tower. 

Thomas was in full-body shakes by the time they arrived. 

“Miss Eileen!” cried Lady Prellham, rising from the chair nearest the fire. She stared at Eileen’s blood and dirt-covered face. “You didn’t! Tell me you didn’t!”

“She did,” said Thomas. “Eileen, help me sit down.”

Eileen steered him to the chair nearest the fire. He collapsed into it and sat, shaking. Lady Prellham started to harangue Eileen in no uncertain terms when George’s voice cut through the room. Thomas tried to speak but found his mouth wasn’t working. Then everything went black.

It was a slow slide back to consciousness, sped up by the feeling of something hard pressed against his lip. It was a cup, Thomas realized, and he could smell the strong beef broth it held. He opened his eyes and the dark, blurry shape in front of him coalesced into Eileen. She raised the cup higher and Thomas let her pour the broth into him. The warmth of it flowed down his throat, bringing strength enough that he could raise his hand and take the cup himself.

“Oh, thank the Four,” said Eileen, when his hand wrapped around hers. Tears started rolling down her face. “Every time you’re like this…”

“I know,” said Thomas. He took the cup and, with Eileen’s help, drank more of it. “How long was I asleep?”

“A few hours,” said Eileen. “Then you moaned and started to talk so I thought the soup would help.”

“It did.”

“Henry hasn’t come yet, but the servants brought food and said they’d fed the students.”

“Good,” said Thomas. He held the cup in both hands and managed to sit up a bit in the chair. “Where’s George?”

“Asleep on the bed,” said Eileen. “He was cut in a dozen places, and looks like he’d been hit by a couple of arrows.”

“Is he all right?”

“I think so. Lady Prellham cleaned him up. And me. And lectured my ears off about sneaking out to fight.”

“And she left you alone with me?” Now he looked her over and saw bandages on her knuckles and arm, and another peeking through the ripped cloth of her shirt. He realized then that his cloak and winter coat were gone, and that he was in his shirt and pants. He looked around and saw the overcoats hung on hooks near the fire and the chain-mail shirt in a heap on the floor.

“We weren’t alone before George fell asleep. I bandaged you,” said Eileen, touching his shoulder where a fresh bandage covered a wound Thomas couldn’t remember getting. 

He looked down and saw two other bandages—one around his stomach, another around his chest. “My thanks. Anything serious?”

Eileen shook her head. “Just cuts.”

Thomas raised the cup to his lips by himself this time, draining the rest of the broth and letting the warmth fill him. Eileen took the cup from him with a trembling hand. 

“I wasn’t sick.”

 Eileen sounded like a child, desperate for praise. She was pale and the dark circles around her eyes stood out hard against her skin. “Some of the others, they were sick, once the fighting was done. They’d run outside the tavern to throw up or sit in the corner and cry. But I didn’t.” She was shaking now, and the cup slipped unnoticed from her hand to land on the rug below. “I didn’t cry and I wasn’t sick because I knew you’d use it as an excuse to make me stay behind and I couldn’t stay behind, Thomas. I couldn’t let you and George out there alone and not know what was happening to you or if you were going to live or die. I had to stay with you. I had to protect you and help Henry and—oh, by the Four, Thomas!” Tears streamed down her face, and her words came out between desperate sobs. “We killed so many people. Oh, sweet Mother. Oh, by the Four…”

Thomas caught her hand, pulling her to him. She fell into his lap and clutched desperately at her own body as if her heart had been torn apart and she could push it back together with the strength of her arms. Thomas held tighter, letting her rock back and forth. He held her until the wails became sobs and her shaking slowed and her arms finally came around him, squeezing his head to her breast while tears rolled down her face and into his hair.

“I’m sorry,” said Henry from the door. He was still in his armour, covered with blood and filth, his sword sheathed at his side. “I should never have let you do it.”

“You knew?” said Thomas.

“I saw the extra man in line and guessed.” He stripped off one glove, revealing a hand red from the blood that had soaked through the leather. “I was too busy to send her back and I thought that if she was damn fool enough to want to be in…” He rubbed at his face, leaving streaks of red. “I shouldn’t have. You shouldn’t have had to do that.”

“I had to help,” said Eileen.

“Not like that,” said Henry. “Not again.”

Thomas gently raised Eileen to her feet and rose to his own. He wasn’t strong, yet, but the shakes were gone. “How are you, Henry?” 

“I’ve been better,” Henry said. “You have food.”

“We do?” Thomas looked. There was bread and a large bowl of beef broth and cold meat and cheese stacked on a plate. A jug of wine sat open by the fire, and Thomas realized he’d been smelling the spices in it since he woke. “We do.”

“Good,” said Henry. “I haven’t eaten since last night.” He headed for the table. “So, why is it your students are confined to quarters and Baron Goshawk is arrested?”

“What?” Thomas was stunned. “The students were holding the young lords. Goshawk was in charge.”

“Richard had them released and your men confined to quarters two hours ago. He’s at present wanting to speak to you, as is my brother John. Be thankful we’ve all been busy.”

“Two hours?” Thomas looked to Eileen. “How long have I been asleep?”

“It’s midday,” said Eileen. “Four hours, maybe.”

“Four hours?” Thomas repeated. He turned on Henry. “Where have you been?”

“Riot,” said Henry. “Someone in the city said the refugees were responsible for the enemy getting inside and the next thing you know we had people brawling in the streets. It took three hours to get the sides separated and we had to kill a fair number of them to do it. Forgive me for not arriving sooner.”

Thomas swore. “It wasn’t the refugees that let the enemy into the city.”

“I know that!” snapped Henry. “But since I don’t know who else it was, I couldn’t really persuade anyone, so I had to drive my troops into the crowds and kill my own people instead!”

“It was the lords,” said Thomas. “They let the enemy into the city.”

Henry stared at him for a long time, digesting the words. When he spoke, his tone was measured. “And can you prove it?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas, “which is why I needed you.” He picked up the map he and Henry had made and, spreading it out on the floor, weighted down the corners with books.

“Look at the map,” said Thomas. “Look at the towns that were overrun and tell me who owns them.”

“What?” Henry’s brow furrowed.

“Who owns those lands?” Thomas repeated. “Who controls each town, who was their liege, who lived adjacent to them, and whose sons are among the lords at court?”

Thomas saw comprehension and anger blossoming together in Henry’s face. “Get quills and ink.”

Together, Thomas and Henry went over the map, putting names of nobles to place names in between bites of food and glasses of mulled wine that Eileen brought to them. The sleep and the food together gave Thomas some of his energy back, and while he would not have wanted to fight in his condition, he could at least focus enough to help, writing the names of each of the barons and baronets and knights beside their towns. Henry looked grim and exhausted beyond all measure. He, too, had been up all night and most of the day, and had been fighting while Thomas slept. Henry didn’t complain once, nor did he bother to clean off his body or his armour, save to wash his hands before he ate.

The last name was added onto the map, and Henry drew lines around the territories controlled by each of the barons in Frostmire.

When they were finished Henry said, “The fathers of Cormac, James, and Charles are soon to have new land under their control.”

“Land they could turn over to their youngest sons?” suggested Thomas.

“Aye.”

“What about Geoffrey and Edward?”

“The towns are gone, their fathers are probably dead,” said Henry. “Their older brothers probably are, too. They stand to inherit.”

“And Steven?”

“His father’s lands haven’t been touched, and are far from the attacks.” Henry shook his head. “He’s probably just in it for the chance to fight.”

“He must have been furious to miss the battle.”

“How do you mean?”

“The lords looked like they hadn’t slept all night,” said Thomas. “But none of them had blood on their clothes and none of them were hurt.”

“They changed?” suggested Henry.

Thomas shook his head. “Same clothes as they wore to the banquet. How did they stay out of it?”

“John would have given the order,” said Henry, his voice low and angry. “And John would have known how to let someone into the castle without being seen.”

He reached for his wine cup and found it empty. He stared at it a moment, then threw it across the room, shattering the clay against the stone of the fireplace. The noise woke George, who struggled to sit up, his hand reaching for a sword that wasn’t there.

Henry looked at the map one more time. “We need to find Richard.”

He didn’t make them leave at once. They finished the food first—George eating the lion’s share of what remained—then Henry ordered them to get their winter clothes back on in case Richard wasn’t in the castle. Thomas rolled up the map and handed it to Eileen. 

“Are we ready?” asked Henry.

“Aye,” said Thomas. “I think so.”

“Then blades out, and come with me,” said Henry, drawing his sword.

It was a grim party that made their way through the hallways, swords drawn and at the ready. They first looked for Richard in the great hall, but found only the wounded and those attending them. Henry questioned several of the servants and tracked his brother to the duke’s council chamber. The door was open wide and Richard was inside with a half-dozen older nobles, looking over a map of the city and surrounding area. Two guards wearing full armour and the image of the bear on their chests stepped forward to block the door.

“Richard!” called Henry. “Ask them to step aside!”

“Why do they need to step aside?” asked Richard, still looking at the map. He looked up a moment later. “Why do you have a sword out?”

“To ensure we arrived in one piece,” said Henry, sheathing his sword. “I need a moment of your time. Family matter.”

Richard’s eyes went to Thomas. “If it’s about that one’s behaviour, it can wait.”

“No, it can’t.”

“Henry—”

“Richard,” Henry pushed past the knights and stepped into the room. “Whatever you are doing, this is more important.”

“He is arranging the defences of the city,” snapped one of the nobles. “I hardly think—”

“I’ve spent all night being the defences of the city,” said Henry. “And I need to talk to Richard. Now.”

Richard looked from Henry to Thomas and back. “Right, then. Gentlemen, we will finish this discussion later. If you will excuse me.”

“Your father—” began one of the barons, but Richard cut him off.

“My father is currently unconscious, having been burnt and cut open defending you,” said Richard. “So you will have to bear with my way of doing things until he regains his strength. Now, if you please…” He gestured to the door and the barons bowed and made their exits, several of them still grumbling.

“Now, what is it?” demanded Richard. “And it had better not be to defend Thomas there, because what he did—”

“Was arrest a nest of traitors,” said Henry. “And you let them go. Very clever.”

“Traitors?”

“Traitors,” repeated Henry. “Thomas?”

Thomas spread the map out on the table.

“Notice anything?” asked Henry.

“It’s a map of the attacks.”

“Aye,” said Henry. “Notice anything else?”

“No.”

“Thomas did,” said Henry, and proceeded to lay out all of Thomas’s speculations for his older brother. Thomas saw Richard go pale as Henry pointed out which nobles stood to gain lands and power from the attacks.

“That is… very hard to believe,” said Richard when Henry finished. He looked to Thomas. “Are you sure about this?”

“As sure as I can be without solid proof,” said Thomas.

“I see.” Richard chewed on his lower lip a moment. “All right, I’ll give the order to have your men released from arrest and the lords confined to chambers,” said Richard. “We will question them later today.”

“Sooner would be better,” said Henry.

“I’m a little busy right now,” Richard said. “If we don’t get the wounded treated, they’ll die, and if we don’t do something about the refugees, this city is going to go up in smoke. Or maybe you didn’t notice the riot?”

“I was in the middle of the riot,” snapped Henry. “And we need to arrest the lords and we need to arrest their leader before they let the enemy in the castle again.”

“Their leader?” 

“John,” said Henry. “John let the enemy into the city, and he let them into the castle.”

Richard blinked. “John?”

“Who commands the young nobles?” said Henry.

“John,” repeated Richard, looking at the map. “Of course. Of course it was him. How stupid…” he stopped, staring at the map. “Right. This goes no further than this room, understand? We tell no one anything until I speak to John.”

“Last I saw him, he was lying on a table in the great hall, last night,” said Thomas. “He looked pretty bad.”

“He was,” said Richard, “but not so bad that he didn’t insist on going back to his apartments. And now I know why. Little bastard wanted to hide until the smoke had cleared. Probably was hoping we’d both be killed in the attack.”

Richard struck the table with a fist and then turned away, stomping to the end of the room and keeping his back turned. “Henry.”

“Aye?”

“How is the city?”

“Calm for now.”

“Put your men on rotating watches and then get some sleep. Thomas, you too. If there are any of the enemy left in the city, they’ll probably hide during the day and attack tonight. I want you both fresh and ready.”

“Right,” said Henry.

“Thomas?”

“Aye?”

“I’m assigning two knights to watch you at all times while you’re inside the castle. If John has any idea that this is going on, he’ll be coming for you.”

“Aye. I mean, yes, my lord,” said Thomas. “What about George and Eileen? He might come after them, too.”

“George will be with the Wolves,” said Richard. “He’ll be as safe there as anywhere on the battlefield. Eileen can stay with you for the time being.” He looked past Thomas’s shoulder. “From what I hear she may be suitable to be one of your bodyguards. Now go and sleep, all of you. I’ll see you in the evening.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And Henry?”

“Aye?”

“Send in my knights.”

“Aye.”

Henry did as he was told before leading the others back down the hall. “Thomas, go see your men. Tell them they’re released under Richard’s orders, and that if they are smart, they’ll get themselves some food, then get back and sleep the rest of the day. George and Lawrence, come with me.”

“You be careful, all right?” said Thomas. “The last thing I need is to have to go rescue you lot.”

“We will,” promised George. “You, too.”

They split up. Thomas and Eileen headed to the students’ barracks. Thomas argued with the guards at the door, but they wouldn’t let him in. It wasn’t until the arrival of one of Richard’s knights with a message setting the students free that the guards opened the door and left. Thomas stepped in, Eileen beside him, closing the door to keep the cold out.

Mark turned first to the door. “Thomas!” he cried, bringing all those who could walk to their feet. “What’s going on? Why are we locked in here?”

“Stupidity,” said Thomas, “now resolved. The door is open, the guards are gone, and the lords that I had you guarding are now under arrest.”

“What for?” demanded another of the students.

“Letting the enemy into the city and the castle,” said Thomas. His eyes finally adjusted and he found that all the surviving students were there, including the wounded and a man he didn’t recognize. “And you are?”

“Lewis,” said the man, standing. “A healer.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas. A quick survey showed eleven men in condition to fight, though all had cuts and bruises. Seven others were injured and lying on the beds, including the one who lost his hand. Another man—Wilson, Thomas remembered—had a bandage covering half his head. Which means six dead, Thomas realized. What are we going to tell their parents?

He would ask Henry later, he decided. To the healer, he said, “How bad are they?”

“Some are worse than others.” He said. He pointed at Wilson. “This one will live, though his eye is gone and his face is badly damaged. These two,” the healer indicated the men on the beds, bandages wrapped tightly around their midsections, “had their bellies opened up. They may or may not live.”

“And the others?”

“Should live, if the Mother allows.”

Thomas nodded. He looked to the two severely wounded ones. “How long do they have?”

“Don’t know,” said the healer. “Maybe two days, maybe a week.”

“Today?”

“Unlikely,” said the healer. “The wounds are stitched as best I can, but the body poisons itself when the intestines are opened. The fever will be what takes them. If they had more blood in them, perhaps they might survive.”

Thomas stared at the young men on the beds. He could heal them, he knew, at least partially, but to do so might leave him too weak to do magic if the enemy came again.

“I thank you,” said Thomas. “And will ask you to keep vigil on them tonight. Do what you can to keep them strong.”

“Thomas,” Eileen began, “Couldn’t you…”

“No,” said Thomas. “Not now.”

“Couldn’t he what?” asked Mark.

“Nothing,” said Thomas even as Eileen opened her mouth. “There’s nothing I can do for them now. I will look in on them tomorrow morning.”

“Assuming they’re alive,” said one of the other students.

“Assuming any of us are alive,” said Thomas. He looked over the remaining students. “Right, since all squad leaders are alive, we’ll turn into three squads of four. Marcus, you’ll partner with me. Anyone else who doesn’t have a partner, find a new one.”

“What about Alex?” asked Mark. “Will he partner with you?”

“Alex is staying in the castle tonight,” said Thomas. “Lord Henry’s orders.”

“Lucky you,” said another student. Eileen looked at her shoes and said nothing.

“Chances are nothing will happen tonight,” said Thomas, as much for Eileen’s benefit as for the students’. “Even so, get as much rest as you can, and make sure you get your dinner. There’s no sense going hungry if we don’t have to.”

They trudged back across the courtyard, Thomas feeling weary to his bones, despite the four hour nap. Eileen, walking beside him, was staring at the ground. When they were halfway across she asked, “Why wouldn’t you heal them? You could.”

“Not now, I can’t,” said Thomas. “In four hours the sun is going to be down and the raiders may be coming again. I need to keep whatever strength I can until morning.”

“You said chances are the enemy wouldn’t come.”

“Chances aren’t good enough,” said Thomas. “You were there last night. Do you really want to face that without magic?”

Eileen didn’t look happy about it, but didn’t say anything else. They went back inside. Thomas, remembering Richard’s warning, put his hand on the grip of his rapier and kept it there. Eileen did the same and the two walked as casually as they could manage through the great hall and into the corridors beyond. No one stopped them or accosted them. Thomas led Eileen up the stairs to his tower and stopped. Two knights in the livery of the Golden Bear stood at the door, looking bored.

“Gentlemen,” said Thomas. “Here already?”

“Lord Richard’s orders,” said the first. “You are to be protected at all times.”

“Well, we will be inside the tower for the remainder of the afternoon,” said Thomas. “So if you wanted to come back before supper tonight, I will be here.”

“Can’t do that,” said the second knight. “But thanks just the same.”

“Very well.” Thomas unlocked his door. “We’ll see you at dinner time, then.”

“Aye, Captain,” said the knight. “See you then.”

Thomas led Eileen inside and closed the door, locking it and throwing the bolt. He leaned back against it and closed his eyes. He was utterly exhausted, still, and had only a few hours before he had to go back out, leading his men.

 “Now what?” Eileen asked. Thomas opened his eyes. Eileen was standing in the middle of the room, running her hands through her hair and looking at the remains of the food and wine. “This place is a mess,” she said. “Someone should clear it out.”

“I know,” said Thomas. “But I don’t care right now. Did you sleep last night?”

“The same as you,” said Eileen. “Maybe less. “

“Then you take the bed,” said Thomas. “I’ll sleep in the chair.”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Eileen. “It’s your bed. Besides, you have to go out again.”

“Doesn’t mean you’re not tired,” said Thomas. “Take the bed.”

“Are you really going to make me stay in tonight?” Eileen asked.

“I really am,” said Thomas gently. “Henry won’t allow you back out, anyway. Not after last night.”

“I know.” Eileen sat down on the bed and put her head in her hands. “I just hate it.”

“More than you hated last night?”

“Yes,” Eileen’s head came up. There were tears in her eyes again. “I wasn’t alone, last night.”

Thomas didn’t know what to say to that, so he hugged her instead. She let him hold her for a while, then pushed him back and wiped at her face. “Gods, I’m tired.”

“So sleep,” said Thomas, standing.

Eileen caught him. “You can’t sleep in the chair.”

“I can.”

“You don’t have to,” said Eileen, still holding him. “Please?”

Thomas stared at her. “Um…”

Eileen laughed, the sound thin and exhausted, and quickly fading away. “No. By the Four, no. Not that. But we’re both tired and there is only one bed and neither of us should be sleeping in the chair.” She pulled him close, leaned her head against his belly. “And I really, really need someone to hold me right now, all right?”

Thomas nodded. “All right.”

She leaned away from him. “Now get out of that uniform. It’s filthy.”
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It was dark when Thomas woke. The fire was dying down, and the air in the room was starting to chill. Fortunately Eileen was very warm. He snuggled himself closer to her. She murmured something in her sleep and snuggled back, her warm, bare legs pressing against his. Her back, covered in the shirt she had borrowed from him, was warm against the bare skin of his chest and stomach.

Someone knocked at the door—for the second time, Thomas suspected. He blinked a few times to clear his head. The knock came again, a little louder. Thomas forced himself to sit up. Eileen moaned in protest and snuggled down further into the blankets.

“Sorry, love,” said Thomas, kissing her cheek and extricating himself from the bed. Eileen squealed when the cold air touched her and burrowed herself deeper into the blankets, grabbing at them and wrapping herself in them as soon as Thomas was clear of the bed.

Thomas stood, shivering in his braies, until he found his cloak on the floor and wrapped himself in it. He was nearly at the door when he thought better of answering it unarmed and picked up his rapier as well. He drew the blade but kept it out of sight behind him. “Who is it?”

“Marcus,” said the student. He was in his uniform and winter gear. The two knights Richard had assigned to watch Thomas flanked him. “We’re to assemble in the courtyard after supper and be ready to go as soon as Henry comes out.”

“How long until supper?”

“About a half hour, I should think,” said Marcus. 

“Thank you, Marcus,” said Thomas. “See you outside after dinner.”

Thomas closed the door, locked it and threw the bolt. When he turned around Eileen was sitting up in bed, wrapped in the blankets. “You have to go now?” she asked.

“I do,” said Thomas.

“Too bad.” She smiled at him. “You were warm.”

Thomas smiled back and went to the bed. “Nice to know why I’m missed. Shove over.”

Eileen made room and he sat down beside her, wrapping the cloak over both of them before kissing her. Eileen wrapped her arms, still in the blanket, around him and kissed back. It was extremely pleasant and lasted far too short a time for Thomas. He gently extracted himself from the cloak with one last kiss and a squeeze that made Eileen squeal. “Your hand is cold!”

Thomas grinned and started pulling on the fresh uniform. Eileen sighed and pulled herself out of the bed. She yelped when her feet hit the cold floor and scurried across the room after her own clothing. Thomas watched with a combination of amusement for her actions and admiration for Eileen’s form as she gathered all the clothes up and climbed back into the bed. For the next little while the only sign of her was a wiggling lump under the blankets, with occasional glimpses of head or leg as she struggled into the clothes.

“What part of you do you think I’m going to see now that I haven’t already?” Thomas asked as he watched her.

“It’s not that,” said Eileen, her voice muffled under the blankets. “It’s cold out there!”

“Don’t I know it,” said Thomas, pulling the mail shirt over his head. It had a half-dozen rents in it. Thomas, thinking about what sort of damage the swords would have done to Eileen if she hadn’t been wearing it, shuddered as he pulled on his uniform shirt over top of it, then his black coat and cloak. Eileen emerged from under the blankets wearing a thick woollen skirt and a warm sweater.

“Where did you get those?” Thomas asked.

“Had them delivered while you were out cold this morning,” said Eileen. “Lady Prellham wanted me looking like a lady.” Thomas sat down on the bed and started pulling on his boots. Eileen grabbed her own. “Do you think the raiders are still here?”

Thomas shook his head. “I have no idea. I just hope Richard can get enough out of John to figure out where they are all coming from.”

“And when he does?”

Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know. I suppose we march against them.”

“You march against them,” said Eileen. “You’re the only one here who can use magic.”

“Aye,” said Thomas.

“I don’t know what I’ll do,” Eileen said. “I don’t know how I’ll stand it.”

“I don’t know either,” said Thomas. “But after last night…”

“I know.”

Thomas stood up and put on the sword belt, tightening it around his waist. Only then did he remember the two rods from the night before. He told Eileen about them as he looked. “I had them when I came in last night. Where are they?”

“In your desk,” said Eileen. “I guessed they were like the other one and thought I should hide them.”

“You were right,” said Thomas. “Are you coming back here after dinner?”

“I guess so,” said Eileen. “At least from here I can see the city.”

“I’ll tell Henry about them tonight,” said Thomas. “One of them shouted something before he threw fire at me. Sounded like ‘Kone-Skob’ or something. I don’t know the language, but Henry might. I’ll tell him when I get the chance. If that’s the word that activates them, we might be able to use them when we march.”

“I hope so,” said Eileen. “Will you test them, first?”

“If I have time,” said Thomas. “Come on, it must be nearly supper time.”

He took her hand, opened the door and led her out. The two knights, still at his door, fell in step behind them and followed them to the great hall. The wounded had been cleared from the room, and the tables once more set up. The servants served out stew in bowls from a table in the middle of the room, rather than bringing it to people where they sat. The room was very grim. Most of the men were in armour with their weapons at their sides. Thomas and Eileen got their food and headed to where George and Henry’s other knights sat. Lady Prellham was already there, along with Rose. 

Lady Prellham looked at Eileen’s clothes and sighed in relief. “You are not going out tonight.”

“I’m not,” said Eileen.

“I am glad,” said Lady Prellham. “You shouldn’t have been in battle.”

“No one should be in battle,” said George. “No sane man would want to.”

“True,” said Patrick. “But sometimes it’s necessary.” He looked at Thomas. “I heard this morning’s matter got resolved.”

“It did,” said Thomas. “Any word?”

“He protests his innocence.”

“Not surprising,” said Rowland. “Given what’s going to happen to him if he’s guilty.”

No one else had much to say after that. Around the room men shoved the stew into their mouths with the hunger of those who didn’t know when they would next eat. The women mostly picked at their food. Worry was in every face. Rose, sitting beside her father, kept looking at him, as if trying to memorize his features.

“Rose,” said Eileen. “I’ll be in Thomas’s tower tonight while he’s in the city. Did you want to join me?” She looked at Bethany. “You, too.”

“Thank you,” said Patrick’s wife. “I think we will stay in our rooms tonight. There is unlikely to be another attack inside the castle.”

“Very unlikely,” said Patrick. “Richard has the palace sewn up with troops. He put Lord John’s knights under his own command, and has them and his father’s knights reinforcing the castle guard. His knights and the Wolves will be out in the city, along with the levies.”

“Will it be enough?” asked Thomas.

“Should be,” said Patrick. “The city’s under curfew. Anyone with a home to go to has to be inside by the first bell of the night. Anyone without a home has to gather in the main square in the poor quarter. Anyone else on the street not part of the levies gets arrested, and killed if he resists.”

“The refugees have to be in the square all night?” said Rose, aghast. “They’ll freeze!”

“Some of them, aye,” said Sir Patrick. “And before you go on, I don’t like it any more than you, but here’s nothing to do about it. Those are the orders.”

“The refugees aren’t the problem,” said Thomas.

“We know,” said Rowland. “But this will keep them all in one place and safe from attacks in the street. It will also keep the people in the city happy.”

“How bad was it?” asked Thomas. “The riots?”

“Bad,” said Rowland. “We ended up killing our own people. It’s not something that’s easily forgotten. Folks will be hate hating each other for a long time over that.”

Thomas nodded his agreement. He finished up his meal with the others and sat, waiting for the order to go outside again. To Thomas’s surprise, servants came around with extra jugs of wine and filled everyone’s glasses as people were finishing up their food.

“Toasts?” said George, taking his wine. “Not tonight, surely?”

At the head table Richard rose to his feet. “Friends,” he said, loud enough to get everyone’s attention. “It is not a night for celebration. But I wanted to make one toast tonight, and I wanted everyone to raise a glass for it.” He looked to Henry, sitting beside him. Henry was looking very unhappy, but he rose to his feet beside his brother.

“It has been a long, difficult night, and an equally long day,” said Richard. “Our city—our home—has been breached by the enemy. We have stopped them, but we do not know if we have banished them from the city. We do not know if we have defeated them. Our populace is living in fear, and those refugees who sought shelter here have become a danger to the city.” Henry looked ready to contradict his brother, but held his tongue. Richard continued. “It is, as I said, a very difficult time. And it is for these reasons that I have decided to accept the offer of assistance from Father Roberts.”

Thomas felt his stomach plummet inside of him.

“Father Roberts and his men left this morning,” said Richard. “They will march to the ports at Weaversland, then go by sea to Hawksmouth. It will take time,” Richard warned his audience. “We will not see his troops for two months. But they will come. And in the meanwhile, we shall no longer be sitting behind our walls, hoping for the enemy to starve himself out. Instead, we shall be taking the fight to the enemy.

“All the refugee men shall be put to arms, and shall serve as part of the external force. My own knights and those of my brothers will go with them. My father’s knights will remain here to secure the city, along with the city’s guards. If we can find where the enemy is basing themselves, then we will bring all our might to bear against them, either in siege until the church’s forces arrive, or if we are strong enough, in an attack to destroy them all.

 “It is a very difficult time, now,” said Richard, “and we all know that times grow harder before they grow better. But this is my pledge. We will no longer wait. We will take the fight to the enemy, and we will destroy them, wherever they are.” He raised his glass. “My friends, rise to your feet and raise your glasses.”

Everyone did, though Thomas was sure the tremble in his hand would spill the wine before the toast was done. Richard looked at them a moment, then raised his own glass higher. “To victory!”

“To victory!” echoed around the room. Thomas said it along with everyone else, and managed to get the glass to his lips before he spilled any. He drank the glass dry in one go.

“Captains to Henry for instructions!” called Richard. “We will root the enemy out of our city this night, and tomorrow, we will start to drive him from our land!”

The knights put their glasses down, and around the room men and women embraced each other or clasped hands. Many words were whispered back and forth, and some had tears flowing down their faces. Eileen hugged Thomas hard, then her brother. Holding a hand of each, she said, “Come back, you hear me?”

“We will,” promised George.

“And be careful,” said Eileen. She reached up and kissed her brother on the cheek, then went back to Thomas for another hug and a much deeper kiss. Thomas accepted both as best he could. She clung to him a moment after it was done and whispered, “What Richard said—what does that mean for you?”

“I don’t know,” Thomas said, squeezing her. “I’ll ask Henry.” And hope it doesn’t mean I’m a dead man. He handed her the key to the tower. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

 

***

 

Six hours later, Thomas was walking a slow patrol around the square, watching the refugee men huddling together in the cold, wrapped in blankets and sitting on bags of their possessions, facing the fires Henry had ordered built for them. The women and children had been given shelter in the stores and taverns around the square at Henry’s order. One of the merchants had protested and had been told in no uncertain terms that he could accept it or spend the night chained against the fountain. The man had relented, grumbling.

Thomas walked slowly along the perimeter, watching the men. He was sure there was no threat there, even though the men themselves were watching each other warily. They sat in groups, letting only those from their own town or village sit with them, and not talking to the others. On the perimeter, Henry’s levies stood watch, looking none too pleased to be there. Thomas rotated his own small troop throughout the night, taking turns on watch or standing beside the fires, waiting. No one slept.

It was well after midnight when Henry finally showed up. He inspected the troops and then told Thomas to let Marcus rest while the two of them walked the perimeter of the square. Thomas waited until they were out of the other students’ hearing. “Now what?”

Henry shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Do you know what deal Richard made with Father Roberts?”

“No,” said Henry. “Only that the envoy took his men and rode south.” He sighed. “Most of his men, anyway.”

“Which ones did he leave…” Thomas realized who it would be even as the words left his mouth. He suddenly felt much more tired. “The inquisitor.”

“Aye. Plus four guards.”

“And when is he coming after me?”

“Not until he’s done with John,” said Henry. “Richard took John into custody this afternoon. The inquisitor’s been working on him ever since.”

“They’ll kill him.”

“No,” said Henry, looking tired and grim and much older than his years. “They won’t.”

They walked in silence around the square. The refugees looked resentful as Henry and Thomas went by, but no one said anything. Small clouds of steam surrounded the faces of the men as they spoke to one another. Thomas watched them huddle closer to the fires and each other.

“Any sign of the enemy in the city?” he asked.

“None,” said Henry. “Everyone is off the street and in their houses, and we haven’t had to arrest anyone, yet.”

“That’s something, anyway.”

“Aye.”

They walked on in silence for a while longer, until Thomas asked, “How’s your father?”

“He took some nasty cuts and got burned in the first attack, but the healers say he’ll recover. He just needs to rest.”

“Do you want me to…?”

Henry shook his head. “No. We need you at full strength tonight.”

“All right.” The cold was penetrating through Thomas’s gloves, and he pushed his hands under his armpits to keep them warm. “In the morning I’m going to heal the two students who are dying.”

“Do you have the strength to save both?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I don’t think so. But if I can do with them what I did for Lord Charles and just bring them back from the edge, that should do the trick.”

“Assuming they’re alive in the morning.”

“Aye.” Thomas peered at the men around the campfires. “What happens to them? Richard said they were going to be the vanguard of our attack on the enemy.”

“Richard wants them out of the city,” said Henry. “They march in the morning, and the women and children with them.”

“They’ll never survive.”

“There’s a town about two days’ walk east,” said Henry. “It got overrun, but it’s pretty much intact. The mercenaries will go with them and turn it into an armed camp. Richard’s Bears have been summoned and will be joining the troops there.”

“And so will I, I take it?”

“Aye, but not for a few days,” said Henry. “Your lot will be marching with the Wolves and me, guarding the first supply train.”

“That is going to be a cold, miserable walk,” said Thomas.

“At least we’ll get a chance to face down the enemy, instead of hiding from them,” said Henry. He looked at the men huddled in the square. “They may be miserable, but they’ll fight like mad to be able to go home.”

“I suppose.”

Henry left after they finished the round of the square. Thomas and his students kept their long vigil until dawn when their relief—a troop of mercenaries—arrived. The students trooped wearily back to the castle, too tired to even complain about the cold or the length of the night. As soon as they reached the castle gates, Thomas asked for hot food to be delivered for the men. A guard went to the kitchens and Thomas led his men to the barracks.

Inside, the four injured men were still asleep. The less badly wounded of them stirred when the door opened, and greeted the returning students. The others didn’t move. In one corner, the healer lay, asleep, wrapped in his cloak. The students set about building up the fires. Thomas went over and gently shook the healer’s shoulder. He blinked himself blearily awake. “Captain?”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “How are they?”

“Unchanged,” said the healer. “The two with belly wounds are the same. The others are healing.”

“Even the amputation?”

“Yes,” said the healer. “There’s the danger of infection, of course, but there’s no sign of that, yet.”

“Take yourself out of here for a time,” said Thomas. “Get food from the kitchens and some rest. Return again this afternoon.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The healer rose and, gathering his bag and cloak, left. Thomas watched him go. “Mark?”

“Aye, Captain?”

“Lock the door.”

Mark looked surprised, but did as he was told. Thomas went to the bedside of one of the men with a belly wound and began unwrapping his bandages.

“What are you doing?” demanded Marcus. “You’ll kill him.”

“No,” said Thomas. “I’m going to try to heal him.”

“You can heal?” Marcus sounded stunned.

“It takes a lot out of me,” said Thomas, “but yes, I can heal.”

“Why didn’t you do that last night?” demanded one of the wounded. “Why don’t you heal us all?”

“I only have so much magic,” said Thomas. “If I use too much, I pass out. And after last night, I didn’t really have any left.”

“But you can heal them now, right?” asked Mark.

“I think so,” said Thomas. “But if I heal one all the way I won’t have enough to heal the other.” Thomas pulled away the last of the bandages and stared at the student’s open, ulcerated stomach. With the bandages gone, a foul smell rose up from the man’s body.

“What about my arm?” demanded Charles. “Can you bring it back?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I’ll try to heal you tomorrow, if I can, but I don’t think I can grow you a new arm.”

“Oh.” He looked down at the stump where his hand used to be. “Fine.” He turned over in the bed, facing away from Thomas. Thomas felt his heart go out to the man, but couldn’t do anything more. Instead, he put his hands over the unconscious student’s wounds, muttering the five words of the spell over and over as he focused on sending his magic into the other’s body. His hands started to glow white almost at once, and even though he knew the light was visible only to him, he glanced at the others to see if they had noticed anything. They stood, looking at him and waiting. Thomas turned his attention back to the injury.

Thomas lost track of the time, staring at the man’s open belly and speaking the words of the spell, before he realized that the smell was fading, and the wound beginning to close. He stopped chanting and pushed himself to his feet. His hands were shaking, but not badly, and his knees felt no weaker than they had when he first knelt down. “Bandage him up. I’ll start on the other one now.”

He went to the other bed, knelt down, and began removing the bandages. The same rank odour rose from the man’s open belly. Thomas held his hands over the wound. He marshalled his strength as best he could, then began chanting again. This time it felt like much, much longer before the smell faded and Thomas could see the wound starting to knit itself together.

He stopped and attempted to stand. The ground seemed determined to slip away from him, this time, and he ended up sitting on the floor, waiting for his vision to clear. When it did, he tried again.

Marcus was at his side when he lost his balance and caught him before he collapsed again. Thomas held onto him until the dizziness faded, then slowly righted himself. “I think,” he said, “I’m going to need help getting back to my tower.”

“No problem, Captain,” said Marcus.

“Are you going to be all right?” asked Mark.

“Aye,” said Thomas. “It’s just tiring. I need to sleep for a bit.”

“How about them?” asked another student.

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “But I think they’ll be all right. Have the healer keep an eye on them, and let me know if they get worse.”

“We will,” said Mark. “Do we know what we’re doing tonight?”

“Sleeping, I think,” said Thomas. “The refugees are being sent out today to take control of a town about two days south of here. We’ll be joining them with the rest of the army in two or three days.” The room went dark a moment, and Marcus gripped him tighter. “God, I hate this. I’ll talk to everyone this afternoon, all right?”

“All right, Captain,” said Mark. “See you then.”

Marcus led Thomas out of the barracks and to his room. Two knights wearing the livery of the Golden Bear stepped in behind them. “Are you all right, Captain?” asked the first.

“Tired, is all,” said Thomas.

“Lord Richard wants to speak to you.”

Thomas swore with great feeling. “Tell me he’s not too far away.”

“In the council chamber,” said the second knight. “Do you need a hand?”

“I’ve got him,” said Marcus.

“He does,” agreed Thomas. “I’ll be walking on my own soon. I just need to recover a bit.”

“I thought it was a quiet night out there,” said the first knight.

“The night was,” said Thomas. “The morning has been busy, though. Lead on.”

They led. Back down the halls, through the great hall and up to the council chambers. By the time they were halfway there, Thomas was walking on his own, albeit slowly. Marcus stayed by his side, keeping an anxious eye out and occasionally lending a hand to steady Thomas when he started wobbling.

Gods, I feel like an old man, Thomas thought. Am I hurting myself, doing this?

Thomas managed to reach the council chamber without falling, which he counted as a victory of sorts. The knights knocked, then let him in. “Alone,” they said to Marcus. “Lord Richard wants a private word.”

Marcus looked to Thomas.

“It’s all right,” said Thomas. “I’ll be out soon, I’m sure.”

Marcus nodded and took up a station across the hall, leaning against the wall. Thomas went inside. Richard was sitting alone, looking at several maps of the duchy. “Thomas, hello,” he said. “Report.”

“Not much to report,” said Thomas. “We spent the night watching a bunch of people getting cold. Then we left. No magic, no attacks, no nothing.”

“Then why can you barely stand?” asked Richard.

“I healed a couple of the students,” said Thomas. “The magic takes the strength out of me.”

“Interesting,” Richard looked thoughtful. “Does magic do that to everyone?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “It might be because I have more magic in me than I’m supposed to have. So when I use it, it drains me more than it would someone else.” He swayed and put his hand on the table for balance. “Sorry.”

“No need to apologize,” said Richard, rising from his seat. “Can you summon more magic when you’re like this?”

Thomas shook his head. “I need to sleep first. For as long as possible.”

“Do that, then,” said Richard. “We’ll have a couple of days to recover before we march south to join the refugees and find the enemy.”

“We?” said Thomas. “You’re coming?”

Richard looked chagrined. “I probably spoke too soon on that,” he said. “I’ll be coming if my father is well enough to rule. Otherwise, I’ll need to stay here.”

“Fair enough,” said Thomas. “About your father—I told Henry last night that I would heal him if he needs it.”

Richard shook his head. “No need. He was not hurt that badly, and with the way people are reacting to magic right now, he thinks it’s better if he heals by himself. Thank you, though.”

Thomas nodded. “Is there anything else, Lord Richard?”

“One thing,” said Richard, taking Thomas’s arm and steering him to the door. “I know you are worried about what having the church’s army here will mean for you.”

“Aye, a little.”

“Well, don’t be. The church is just another tool to use. We’ll keep you safe from them, I promise.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Now get some rest.”

The fire was burning high in his room when Thomas arrived. Eileen rose from the chair by the fire and took Thomas’s arm from Marcus. She thanked him, then sent him on his way. The room was clean, to Thomas’s surprise, and there was food laid out on the table. Eileen led him to the chair by the fire. “Thomas? Are you all right?”

“Healed the students,” said Thomas. “At least, I think I did.”

“You can’t tell?” Eileen crossed the room and took his arm, and led him to the chair.

“Couldn’t heal them all the way,” said Thomas. “Didn’t have the strength.”

“Oh.” Eileen helped him get the coat and mail shirt off, then put a bowl of porridge and a piece of bread in front of him. Thomas ate it all and was reaching for more before Eileen was halfway through her own, smaller bowl. Thomas could feel some of his shakiness retreating. He was still exhausted and looking forward to going to bed. He ate a second bowl full of the porridge, this time slowly enough that he could tell Eileen about the night.

“I’m glad,” said Eileen, when he finished. “I know you must have been bored to tears, but I’m glad nothing happened.”

“Me, too,” said Thomas. “With luck, we won’t have anything to do before we march.”

“I hope not,” said Eileen. “How long before you—”

There was a loud knock at the door. “Captain Thomas?”

Thomas pushed himself to his feet. He was steady again, but more than ready to sleep. He went to the door and opened it. “Yes?”

“Message for you, Captain,” said the knight, handing him a folded paper, sealed with wax.

“Thank you,” said Thomas. “Did they want an answer?”

“A page brought it. He didn’t say,” said the knight. 

Thomas broke the seal and read it.

“From Barry Wagman,” said Thomas. “The bookstore owner. He says something came in that might be of interest.” Thomas looked at the knights. “This was delivered just now?”

“Yes, Captain,” said one of them.

Thomas, feeling weary to his bones, thanked them, and searched for his jacket.

“What are you doing?” asked Eileen.

“Going to see,” said Thomas. “It might be something useful.”

“Or a romance novel with a silly charm in it.”

“It might well be,” Thomas said. “You stay here and get some sleep—”

“Oh, no. I’m not letting you out of my sight today. And don’t tell me it’s too dangerous,” she added before he could say anything. “You said there’s none of the enemy left in the city. I’m coming with you.”

Thomas shook his head. “Fine. But change and get your rapier.”

“We’ll be coming with you, too,” said one of the knights.

“I thought you were just protecting me in the castle,” said Thomas. “Otherwise I would have asked you to join us last night.”

“Last night you were in the middle of an army. Today you’re by yourselves.”

“True enough,” said Thomas. “We’ll appreciate the company.”

“I’ll meet you in the great hall,” said Eileen.

“I’ll go with you, miss,” said the first knight.

Eileen let the other knight catch up before heading down the stairs. Thomas got his coat and cloak and rapier and went down to the great hall, his own knight on his heels. A couple of questions got him Henry’s whereabouts, which didn’t surprise him. Eileen came down not long after, dressed in her boys’ winter clothes and wearing her rapier, her own knightly escort right behind. “I couldn’t find George,” she said.

“He’ll be with the rest of the Wolves,” said Thomas, “and with Henry. They’re all on escort duty today.”

“Escort duty?” Eileen looked puzzled. “Who are they escorting?”

“The refugees,” said Thomas. “They’re being driven out of the city.”

Thomas led them all out into the street. The cold woke him up, but every step still felt like an effort. He made himself move along as fast as he could. Eileen put her arm in his until they reached the main thoroughfare.

Henry and his knights were there; so were his levies, all looking tired and cold. They lined the streets on either side as the refugees gathered together their belongings and children and prepared to be turned out. There was a stack of weapons by the gates, and Thomas guessed every man of the refugees would be given something before the whole lot were turned out into the cold. He crossed through the crowd, and to his surprise, saw Baron Gallen and his family among the refugees. He went to them, Eileen and the two knights following on his heels. The crowd glowered at them but, under the watchful eyes of Henry’s guards, no one made a move.

“Baron,” said Thomas, stepping forward and bowing. “What are you doing here?”

“All those without a home have been turned out, lad,” said the baron. “No exceptions made for nobility.”

“But you had a home,” said Thomas. “You and your people were—”

“Burned out in the night,” said the baron. “Took out the houses and five of my men. The women and children got away. The livestock weren’t so lucky.”

“I’m sorry,” said Thomas. “I wish we could have helped.”

“I heard what you and your students did in the battle,” said the baron. “Will you be joining us in the field?”

“In a few days,” said Thomas.”

“Assuming we’re alive in a few days,” the baron’s wife said bitterly. “Why can you not come with us now?”

Thomas was confused. “Aren’t they sending the mercenaries out with you?”

“Not until tomorrow, lad,” said the baron. “Apparently, they need to pack all their gear.”

“I suppose so,” Thomas said, but doubted it. “I’ll get there as soon as I can, I promise.”

“Thanks, lad,” said the baron. He smiled, “I mean, Captain.”

“Good luck, Baron.”

Thomas shook the man’s hand and then headed for Henry, who was watching the proceedings from his horse. Henry raised a hand in greeting. “What are you doing out of bed?”

“Looking for you,” said Thomas.

“I thought you were… seeing to your men this morning.”

“I did.”

“Then how is it you’re still standing?”

“I ate something,” said Thomas. “I’m exhausted, but I got a message this morning and have to check it out.” He handed Henry the note.

Henry looked at it, then handed it back. “Think some good will come of it?”

“Don’t know,” said Thomas. “But after the last two days, I’ll take the chance.”

“Fair enough.”

“Something else,” said Thomas, “if I can speak to you privately for a moment?”

Henry called Sir Lawrence over and told him to take charge, then dismounted and walked with Thomas up the street. Eileen and the two knights stayed behind. Thomas told Henry about the battle in the streets and the words the man had said before he threw fire.

“Koon skob?” Henry repeated.

“Something like that, aye.”

Henry thought on it. “Kyun skob?”

Could be,” said Thomas. “I was getting fire thrown at me at the time.”

“And you call that an excuse for not listening?” said Henry. “Shame on you.”

“Funny. You recognize it?”

“It means fire-rain,” said Henry. “It’s Talikan.”

“Talikan?” Thomas was dumbfounded. “But Tali is five hundred miles away and across the sea, to boot.”

“I know.”

“You don’t even have a coastline. Where did they come from?”

“No idea,” said Henry. “Maybe John will tell us.”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “Any word on him?”

Henry shook his head. “Nothing.”

Thomas nodded but didn’t say anything more on the topic. It was hard to feel sorry for John—who had been trying to kill him—but the man was still Henry’s brother. “All right,” said Thomas. “I’ll go check out the bookseller.” He managed a smile. “Want to meet me in the tower later? We can test whether the rods work.”

Henry managed a smile back. “Only if I get to stand behind you.”

Thomas walked Henry back to his horse. “Where’s George?”

“Other end of the street,” said Henry. “He and the Wolves are going to sweep up the road, to make sure no one tries to stay behind.”

Thomas looked at the crowd of cold men, women and children. “This is wrong, Henry.”

“I know,” said Henry. “But there’s nothing I can do about it.”

Someone on the city wall gave a shout and the gates cracked open. Men and women began to move, shouldering bags and gear, getting ready to push carts. There were no animals save a few dogs, Thomas saw.

“Line up,” came the call from the gate. “Men on the left to get your weapons, women and children on the right! Line up!”

“Best get going,” said Henry, mounting his horse. “I’ll see you later.”

Thomas rejoined Eileen and the two knights and headed down the road. “I can’t believe they’re turning them out into the snow,” said Eileen. “Do you think they’ll make it?”

“Depends how many of the enemy there are left,” said Thomas. “I don’t know how many we killed, I don’t know how many hid…” he looked over his shoulder at the departing crowds. “There might even be some still among them.”

Eileen looked over her shoulder. “You don’t really think so.”

“I don’t,” said Thomas. “But at this point I’m not ruling anything out.”

They made their way through the city, the knights at their heels. People still walked the streets, helping neighbours or going about their business, but the feeling of constantly being watched was gone. The streets felt empty without the crowds of refugees. Thomas thought about Baron Gallen and his family, and the other refugees turned out into the cold of the winter. He sighed. He could only prepare his troop as best he could and be ready to march when asked. He wondered if whatever was at the bookstore would help him.

May as well wish for a map to their hiding place, thought Thomas. It’s just as likely as there being any magic.

They moved through the poor quarter, where they could see signs of the street battles from two nights before. Smouldering ruins stood where houses used to be. There were still splotches of blood in the streets, though the bodies had been removed.

“Around this corner,” said Thomas. “He was lucky he didn’t catch fire…”

The rest of the sentence trailed away as he stared at what was left of the store’s front window. The walls around it were gone. The books that had sat in the window were still there along with a few other trinkets, but were charred nearly beyond recognition. Smoke drifted lazily up from the centre of the ruin.

“It’s gone,” said Thomas. “He’s gone.”

“Then who sent you the note?” Eileen asked, staring at the mess.

“I don’t know,” said Thomas, his stomach churned uneasily all of a sudden. “We need to go. Now.”

He turned and something heavy and hard struck him in the face. He reeled back, one hand going to his sword even as the other reached up for where the skin of his forehead had been split. The knight raised his hand and Thomas got a glimpse of the horseshoe before it smashed into his head again. Everything flashed white before going black. 

When Thomas came to consciousness, he was someplace dark and cold. His head throbbed and he couldn’t move. Something was frozen to his forehead. It took him a few moments to realize he was face down, tied hand and foot, and that a gag had been stuffed in his mouth. He was cold enough he couldn’t feel his fingers or his feet. He could barely breathe through the gag. He started to panic, flailing against the ropes and pushing his tongue against the cloth. Nothing worked. When he twisted, he bounced off of stone walls on either side of his body. He tried to sit up and his head connected with a low stone ceiling above. He cried out in pain, though he could barely hear his own voice through the gag.

At last, his energy gave out and he lay still, desperately trying to pull air into his lungs.

Still there was no light, no sound, no warmth. Thomas became aware of tears on his cheeks and in his eyes, and blinked to clear them away. Tears would do him no good, and judging from the temperature, would probably freeze to his face, leaving him even more uncomfortable than he already was. He forced his breathing deep and even. His face and head still ached from where he’d been hit with the horseshoe.

Gently, he turned onto his side and pulled his legs towards his body. They touched the wall after bending only inches. He rolled over as best he could on top of his tied arms, and tried the other side. Same thing. His legs were tied at the feet and at the knees, he realized, and his boots were gone. Each of his hands had been pulled up behind his back and bound to the opposite elbow. His cloak and coat were gone, too. The key to his tower, amazingly enough, was still on the cord around his neck.

He tried wiggling his fingers and was rewarded with some small sense that they were moving. He kept at it, wriggling them back and forth. They burned as blood worked its way back into them. It was one of the happiest sensations Thomas had ever felt. He turned his attention to his feet, wriggling them back and forth. They had left his stockings, fortunately, and while it wasn’t much protection, it was better than nothing. His feet started to tingle as well and Thomas realized that the problem had been his position as much as the cold.

He lay where he was, wriggling his fingers and toes, forcing himself to breathe deeply. He thought about summoning light—he was pretty sure he could manage to do it; the spell didn’t need words or gestures, just thought. He didn’t try it, though. He had the feeling he was lying in a crypt and was terrified that, if he called light and confirmed it, he’d start panicking again.

He lay in the darkness, wondering what had happened to Eileen and to Henry, and how long it had been since he’d lost consciousness and what had happened to the refugees and why Richard had betrayed the duchy. He thought long about that one, mainly to keep his mind off what might have happened to Eileen. In the end he could come up with no specific reason. Maybe he wanted to be duke. Maybe he’d made deals with the nobility in exchange for favours, maybe, maybe, maybe.

Maybe I can levitate the door—or roof, or whatever this thing has—open.

The thought came to him unbidden. He seized it, remembering the first time he’d levitated a spoon back at the apartment in Hawksmouth, and the huge boulder he’d lifted at the standing stones. He’d have to light the place up, he realized, to see what he was doing, and if there was a way for him to move whatever was shutting him into the small space He settled his breathing again and imagined a ball of light, floating above his chest. It took him a few tries, but he managed it.

The view was not encouraging. The space he was in was rough stone, solid above him, below him, on either side, and—as he discovered when he craned his neck—at his feet. He could feel panic welling up in him again and he forced it down. All it means is that the opening is behind my head, Thomas thought. So calm down and look. He craned his neck and twisted as best he could in the narrow space, rolling onto his side. He could see the rough edge of the stone above his head and nearly cried with relief. He twisted all the way around, careful to keep part of his focus on the light as he looked over the opening.

It was closed, of course, but not sealed shut. He could see gaps around the stone that blocked the end of the chamber. It was rough-hewn, but definitely man-made, and Thomas could see that it was no more than an inch thick. The gaps around the edges let Thomas’s light pass through them, but the slight beams of illumination did nothing to brighten the space beyond. Thomas didn’t care. There was a way out, and that was all that mattered. He began to slow his breathing, thinking about the stone above him and wondering if he could summon enough energy to move it.

Steel grated on stone as a sword blade was shoved through one of the gaps around the edge of the stone and then twisted and pulled out, nearly cutting Thomas’s face on its way. The stone fell away and a pair of rough hands pulled Thomas halfway out of the hole. Someone fetched him a ringing blow to the side of the head with a steel-backed glove. Thomas felt his forehead open up again.

“You listen, you little bastard,” said the knight who’d struck Thomas down. “You stop that witchery right now, you hear? We have that pretty girl of yours, and if we see one more sign of magic, we’ll cut her face open and then take turns on her until she prays to the High Father for death, do you understand?”

Thomas nodded. The hand fetched him another blow to the side of the head. “Do you understand?”

“I understand! I understand!” The words were completely muffled by the gag, but it seemed to satisfy his captors. The sword was taken from his throat and he was shoved back into the hole hard enough that his feet hit the end. He heard the rock being shoved back into place, and then everything went quiet again. Thomas forced his breathing calm, forced himself not to moan over the new pain in his face. Instead, he concentrated on the fact that Eileen was alive. The thought was enough to keep him calm, and helped him to face the cold and the dark until he drifted off to sleep.

He woke to the sound of the sword once more being shoved through the hole. There was light this time, and Thomas managed to register more of his surroundings as he was pulled out of the hole and set on his feet. The two knights practically threw him against the wall and pinned him there before untying one of his hands. Pain stabbed through his arm as it fell down his back to his side. They pushed him towards a hole in the corner, shoving him up against the wall there. The stink wafting up from the hole left Thomas no doubt as to its purpose.

“Do what’s necessary,” said the knight. “And no tricks.”

Thomas thought about unleashing lightning on them. He was certain he’d have the strength. The knights must have seen it in his expression, because the lead one stepped forward and shoved him hard against the wall a half-dozen times. 

“Don’t even think it,” said the knight, “You hear me? We’re not alone. If you do anything, your girl’s throat is slit, understand?”

Thomas, his head aching, managed a nod and some sounds which the knight took as assent. He let Thomas alone to take care of his body’s needs as well as he could. When he was done, they put his hand back in place and tied it again. Without another word the two knights picked him up and shoved him back into the hole in the wall. When he was three-quarters in they stopped, and one undid the gag. Thomas took in a grateful breath before the other shoved a water skin into his mouth.

“Drink,” said the knight. Thomas did, and in the act of doing so, realized how desperately thirsty and hungry he was. He once more wondered how long he’d been unconscious.

The knights pulled the water skin away, shoved the gag back in place and tied it, before once more pushing him back into the crypt.

They left him there until nightfall. Thomas, with nothing better to do, let himself sleep. Three times he woke shivering, his hands and feet numb. He wriggled them as best he could, forcing some feeling back into them. By the time they pulled him out in the evening he was shivering uncontrollably.

They didn’t speak this time, just untied one of his hands and shoved him into the corner again. Thomas did what his body needed, then was pulled into the centre of the room. They re-tied his hands and checked his gag, then left him standing there. Thomas, knowing better than to move or try to speak, stood where they left him. He kept his eyes moving, though there was barely any light at all. Thomas turned his head slowly, taking in as much of the room as possible. It was a crypt—he had been right about that—and it didn’t look to be too deep in the earth. The roof was only a few feet above the knights’ heads, and a small window in one corner let what little light there was into the room. Thomas could see the inner lights of the men as they took turns, one watching him, the other vanishing from his sight. Thomas could hear the man walking up stairs and a door opening and closing, but didn’t dare turn his head to look.

The door above opened again. “It’s here,” said the first knight.

The second knight turned and hit Thomas in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him and driving him to his knees. Thomas desperately tried to force air through his nose and into his lungs. The other knight came back down. One grabbed his feet, the other his shoulders, and together they hauled Thomas up the stairs and into the chapel above. Thomas saw only the floor before they dumped him onto a large piece of canvas and wrapped him in it. Thomas struggled to move, struggled to keep some breathing room, as they rolled him in the material and tied it tightly together. They picked the bundle up, carried it a short way, and Thomas felt himself being lifted and tossed. He realized he was in the air and started to panic, his imagination picturing his canvas-wrapped body flying off the edge of a cliff. He hit hard against something a second later.

There are no cliffs here, you idiot, he thought. Something landed on him, then something else and something else. None of the weights were crushing, but they increased the oppressive closeness of the space. Claustrophobia welled up inside Thomas. He ruthlessly forced it down.

The ground lurched beneath him, and he found himself rhythmically jolted back and forth. Probably a supply wagon, Thomas thought. The Bears must be getting ready to leave the city.

Which meant that Henry and George would be marching with them. Thomas felt panic rising again. If the Bears from the city joined up with the rest of their troop from the mountain cities and ambushed Henry with raiders and magic on their side, there was no way Henry could win.

Thomas forced himself to stay still, to breathe, and to wait. There was nothing he could do where he was. There was no way for him to help. Especially if he started thrashing and managed to suffocate himself under the weight of whatever they’d piled on top of his body.

The cart lumbered on. Thomas, insulated by everything piled above him, grew warm for the first time since he’d left the castle. His hands and feet began to tingle and sting, like pins dancing over his skin. Thomas could see no light to tell him of the passing of time, and had no feeling of anything beyond the scratch of the canvas and the slow lurching of the wagon.

He closed his eyes and listened as best he could. He heard snatches of conversation, the sound of wheels turning in the snow, and at one point, someone began a song that had a martial air, but Thomas couldn’t make out the words. The air grew more and more stale and finally Thomas fell asleep or passed out, he really wasn’t sure which.

He woke when the weight was pulled from his body. Hands grabbed the canvas and hauled it out of the cart. Thomas tensed, half expecting to be dropped. Instead, he felt shoulders underneath his back, and then the ride grew bumpy. Fresher, colder air began making its way in through the canvas. Thomas sniffed deeply, pulling as much of it into his lungs as he could manage.

Thomas listened, hoping for sounds of pursuit or violence that would mean they knew where he was. There was nothing; only boots crunching on the snow and the occasional whisper in a language Thomas didn’t understand. Raiders.

By the time they stopped moving, what warmth Thomas had found buried under the supplies in the wagon had long since vanished and he was shaking with cold. Thomas heard words being exchanged and what sounded like a door opening. They started moving again, only now the footsteps sounded like they were on stone. Thomas felt his head dip lower than his feet and felt the change in the rhythm of his captors’ steps, and guessed he was being carried down a slope. It was a surprisingly long slope, and the further in they went, the warmer it became—never actually approaching hot, but no longer freezing.

“Is this him?” asked someone.

“It is,” was the heavily accented reply.

“Let me see.”

They put the canvas down on the ground and unrolled it, laughing as he tumbled out of the canvas and onto the ground. Thomas lay still, dazzled by the light of a torch held over his face. 

“He doesn’t look like much,” said a man. “But then, no one does when they’re like this.”

He knelt down and placed a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. The man stared into space. Thomas felt something go through him, but couldn’t tell what. The man let him go and stood. “He is much stronger than the others. Bring him.”

The men lifted Thomas and carried him further into the cave. Thomas stayed limp and didn’t struggle, knowing there was still nothing he could do. They carried him through several dark chambers into one lit by candles set in niches in the rough stone walls. There was a table and chair in the middle of the room. They set Thomas down on the chair and one of the men pulled a knife and held it to Thomas’s throat. Another man went to the wall behind him and came back with a shackle on a chain that he quickly secured to Thomas’s foot.

Well, I’ve been here before, Thomas thought. He waited for them to untie his hands or legs, but no one made a move until another group of men came in, carrying a small table. Another man followed, carrying a bag with several stone rods and wooden wands. Thomas realized what they were even as the first man stepped up and put his hand on Thomas’s shoulder again. He kept it there, staring off in the distance. Thomas watched the glow of the man’s inner life; it was red all over. Thomas was growing tired, and wasn’t surprised. It had been a long day—days, Thomas realized. He had no idea how long had passed since his capture. He felt himself becoming dizzy and nearly blacked out a moment. In front of him, the man’s light grew brighter and brighter.

He’s draining me, Thomas realized.

It wasn’t like it had been when Bishop Malloy had tried to tear out Thomas’s magic. Instead, it was as if he was using his magic continuously, only it was going into the man in front of him. He could see the man sweating and starting to tremble. “He has a great deal more energy than most,” he said. “Are you ready?”

“I am,” said the other man, the words very thickly accented. He lay a stone rod on the table. Holding his hands over it, he began chanting words Thomas did not recognize.

The guard with the knife on Thomas’s throat shifted his feet, and his breathing grew more rapid. Thomas would have bet there was fear on the man’s face. Around them, the other guards stepped away.

The man with the hand on Thomas’s chest reached his other hand out and put it on the chanting man’s shoulder. Thomas watched the magic flow out of the first man, though the body of the second, and into the stone rod. As Thomas watched the rod grew slowly brighter, though not as bright as the one he had seen when they’d been ambushed in the snow. Eventually the man let go of Thomas’s shoulder and the last of the magic flowed through the two men and into the stone wand on the table. The man was swaying now, barely able to hold his balance.

So that’s how they do it, Thomas thought as the room spun and faded to black. But who else are they draining?

He found out hours later when he woke up. The cell was as dark as the crypt Thomas had lain in, but the inner lights of four people lying on the floor gave him something to see by. Thomas wiggled his limbs and realized that he was no longer bound, save for a shackle around his ankle. He ran his hand over it. Steel, it felt like, or iron. He could feel no weaknesses in it, nor could he feel any in the chain that ran from his ankle to the wall, or the lock that held it in place. I really need to learn a picklock spell, Thomas thought.

Thomas sat himself up and felt the room spinning, even in the darkness. He held still and waited. When the spinning passed, he focused on the other people. Two were men—older, from the looks of them, though Thomas couldn’t see their faces clearly. One was an older woman, and the other could have been a boy or a young girl. Thomas called to them. “Hey! Hey! Wake up!”

One of the men stirred and groaned.

“Wake up!” Thomas shouted again. “Wake up!”

“Be quiet with your ‘wake up,’” said the man, rolling himself over and sitting. He peered out into the darkness, obviously unable to see anything. “Who are you?”

“Thomas Flarety. And you?”

“Ralph,” said the man, “Porter by name and by trade. Where are you from?”

“Elmvale,” said Thomas.

“Never heard of it.”

“It’s a long way south,” said Thomas. “You?”

“Not far. Gledden, south of Frostmire on the lake.”

“And the others?”

“Alice there’s from Browndell, Harry from Gordon’s Wood, and little Annice is from the city.”

“Frostmire?”

“Aye. How did you end up here?”

“Kidnapped,” said Thomas. “You?”

“Village burnt out,” said Ralph. “I was captured and dragged here. The one keeps pulling us out and lays his hands on us until we’re weak as kittens. Then he throws us back in here. Then folks vanish.”

“Vanish?” repeated Thomas. “Vanish where?”

“Don’t know,” said Ralph. “They just don’t come back.”

“I see,” said Thomas. He drains them dry then tosses them away. “What’s your magic?”

“Magic?” the man laughed. “If I had magic, do you think I’d still be in here? I don’t have any magic!”

“They’re pulling the magic out of us and using it to power their rods.”

“What?”

“They’re creating weapons that shoot fire, and they’re using your magic to do it.”

“I don’t have any magic!”

“He doesn’t,” said the woman, sitting up herself. “None of us do.”

Thomas doubted it very much. “Then why take you four? Why not take a dozen captives, or a hundred, and drain them all. Why just take you?”

“There were dozens of us,” said Ralph. “We’re what’s left.”

“There’s no such thing as magic, anyway,” said Alice. “It’s all just silly.”

“Then what is he doing to you?” asked Thomas.

“Well, I don’t know, but it isn’t magic. There’s no such thing.”

Thomas held out his hand into the darkness intending to make a ball of light. The attempt itself nearly put him over into unconsciousness. He swayed where he was, waiting for the room to stop spinning.

“What’s going on?” said another, younger voice. The girl sat up. “Who is talking?”

“Thomas,” said Ralph. “Says he’s from the South. Says he thinks we have magic.”

“Magic?” the girl repeated, her voice shaking. “We don’t. We don’t have any magic. Why does everyone keep thinking we have magic?”

“Because that’s what they’re after,” said Thomas. “It’s how they take the villages and towns.”

“What villages and towns?” said the other man as he pulled himself upright. “What’s been happening?”

Thomas wondered at that. “How long have you four been in here?”

“There’s no way to know,” said the man. “A long time, anyway.”

“Two hundred sleeps,” said Ralph. “At least, before I lost track.”

“Some,” said the second man. “I’m Harry, by the way.”

“Ralph told me,” said Thomas. “Thomas Flarety. When was it you were caught?”

“Early summer,” said Harry. “What is it?”

“Winter,” said Thomas, “heading for Midwinter soon.”

“Months, then,” Harry said. “By the Four, they will never let us out of this place.”

“I don’t suppose they will,” said Thomas. “What’s the room like?”

“Large,” said Ralph. “Stone. There’s a hole in the middle of the floor that goes down a long way. None of us can jump in it, but all the chains are just long enough to reach so we can do what we need.”

“Right,” said Thomas. “We’ll need to find another way out, then.”

“Well, thank the Four none of us thought of that!” said the woman, laughing with a hard, near-hysterical edge to her voice. “Why, we might have been out by now!”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “You might.” He lay back down on the hard stone of the floor. “I need to sleep now. Wake me when they’re coming.”

“Sleep?” said the man. “You just woke us all up!”

“Aye, and now I’m telling you to sleep again,” said Thomas. “We’ll need all the strength we can muster.”

“For what?” demanded the woman. “You think you can get us out of here?”

“I don’t know,” said Thomas. “I’ll try when I wake up.”

 

***

 

The chamber door was shoved open hard and banged off the stone wall, waking him. Even as Thomas was blinking the sleep from his eyes, four men came at him. One had a torch in one hand and a sword that he drew and pointed at Thomas’s chest. The other three didn’t have weapons on them at all, probably to keep the prisoners from grabbing them. Two of the men grabbed his arms and the third knelt to undo his manacle. Thomas took the moment to look over the room by the torchlight.

It was pretty much as Ralph had described it—large and stone. It had been dug out but not finished, suggesting a mine rather than a cellar or a dungeon. The hole in the middle had a ragged look, as if the ground beneath had fallen away. Thomas tried to get a glimpse down into the depths but could see nothing. The door was set on a wooden frame, spiked into the wall.

The man finished with his manacle and the others hauled him away, two gripping tightly on his arms and the third pushing the tip of the sword into his back, the point pricking into his flesh. They went out the door—thick wood, with fittings for a bar to hold it shut, Thomas saw—and down a black corridor until they once more reached the room with the candles in their niches and the chair sitting in the middle of the floor. The one man was setting up his table again, the other, older one was standing beside the empty chair in the middle of the room, waiting.

They thrust Thomas into the chair and quickly bound him hand and foot. Thomas didn’t resist. Instead, he looked at the man who would drain the life out of him. “So, who are you?”

The man started at Thomas’s words. The four men tying Thomas to the chair stopped and waited, probably for instructions to knock Thomas out cold. Thomas waited as well. Finally the man said, “I am Alfred Pinner. And you?”

“Thomas Flarety. And your friend?”

Alfred looked at the other man, who was watching speculatively. “I do not know his name,” he said. “Lord Richard brought him and the others, and they have not seen fit to tell me.”

“And do you know what he’s doing?” said Thomas. The guards seemed satisfied they weren’t needed, and resumed tying Thomas to the chair. He did his best to ignore them.

“I do,” said Alfred.

“And you don’t mind that he’s casting fire into the rods, and that his troops will use them to burn down villages and kill women and children?”

The man turned away and didn’t answer.

“Stop helping him,” suggested Thomas. He paused for effect. “But if you had courage or morals, you’d have done that some time ago.”

Several of the soldiers laughed at that, and Thomas saw the man at the table smile. So they all understand me. That might be useful.

“Why are you helping them?” Thomas asked. “Money? Power? Has Lord Richard promised you a village of your own?”

“Lord Richard has promised my wife and children will not be killed if I do as they say.”

“Ah,” said Thomas. “And you get to see them regularly, do you?”

The soldiers finished tying him and stepped away.

“Well?” said Thomas. “Do you? Because if not, they’re probably already dead and he’s using you for a dupe.”

“They’re not dead,” said Alfred, putting his hand on Thomas’s chest. 

“Keep believing that,” said Thomas. “Maybe it will help you sleep at night as you think about the other children you helped kill.”

“Be silent,” said Alfred.

“Why?” said Thomas. “Truth hurt?”

Alfred said nothing more. Thomas looked at his chest and could see the magic seeping from his body up the other man’s arm. Alfred reached out and put his hand on the other man’s shoulder, letting the magic flow into him. The magician at the table began chanting again, and Thomas could see his magic flowing into the stone rod. It was glowing brighter now, and Thomas could feel his strength draining as his power flowed out.

“You know that when Lord Henry and his troops find you, they’re going to kill you,” said Thomas. “All of you.”

Alfred didn’t reply, so Thomas turned his attention to the man at the table. “How about you? Where did you learn to do that?” The man ignored him and kept up his chanting. Thomas tried again. “Did you have a book that taught you how to make the rods? Or was that natural? And where did you learn to throw the fire and the fog? Or did you steal those from someone else?”

Alfred broke his grip on them both. He was sweating and pale and looked exhausted. Thomas felt the same way. The magician chanting over the rods finished and straightened up. “You will not talk again,” he said in his thick accent, “or I will have my men cut your tongue out.” He waved and the men began untying Thomas, the one with the sword putting it against his belly. Thomas stayed silent as they dragged him away. Halfway down the hallway he passed out again.

Thomas awoke to pitch black and the smell of food. Not good food, he was sure, but food nonetheless. He could see his four cellmates by their inner lights, sitting as close together as their chains would allow, eating something from bowls. Thomas tried sitting up and discovered he had a splitting headache. He forced himself upright anyway. “Is there a bowl for me?” he asked, but the words came out too quietly and went unheard. Thomas cleared his throat and tried again. “Is there any for me?”

The four all started together.

“There should be a bowl and a cup near you,” said Ralph. “You just have to feel for it. Go slow or you’ll knock it over.”

Thomas did, moving in an ever widening circle until his hands touched something wooden. He pulled it to his body and smelled spices he did not know.

“Smells funny,” said the young girl. “But you get used to it.”

Thomas hesitated a moment, then put his fingers into the bowl. It was cool and felt like some sort of gruel. He scooped some into his mouth and felt the spices burning on his tongue. He ate it anyway, wolfing down what little was in the bowl as quickly as he could. He felt again until he found the cup. It was water, musty and plain. After far too long without a drink Thomas drank it down in one gulp, then wished he hadn’t. His mouth still burned and there was nothing else to soothe it. He sighed and lay back down, feeling his stomach protest and grumble. Cautiously, he felt for his magic. It was there, but very faint. He thought he might be able to summon a ball of light, but anything more would see him passing out again.

The doors opened and the four guards entered. Without a word they picked up Ralph, unchained him, dragged him out and closed the door behind them. The other three sat still, watching until the guards left. Thomas scooted himself back against the wall and sat there, determined to see how long it would be before Ralph came back. Thomas guessed it would take less time to drain Ralph of his magic. By the time Thomas had counted slowly to two thousand, the men came back, dumped Ralph on the floor, chained him, and then came across the room for Thomas.

“Again?” Thomas said. “How about you let me sleep for a while?”

The one with the sword pointed it at him. Thomas pushed himself to his feet before the men could grab him, more to see if he had the strength than out of any idea of resisting. He managed to rise, but nothing else. He stayed pliable as the men unlocked his shackle and pulled him from the room. 

He waited until he was sitting in the chair again before he reached inside himself for the magic. There was some there, but Thomas had no idea how much. 

The problem was, it wasn’t until he was ready to pass out that he’d know the magic was gone, and there were six of them in the room. Even at his best, he’d manage maybe two lightning bolts. Then the other men would kill him. Thomas let them tie him to the chair, and sat still while Alfred Pinner once more put his hand on Thomas’s chest.

The magician laid out the stone rod that glowed almost as bright as the one Thomas had seen in the first battle. Thomas looked around the room as Alfred drained his energy. There was the way he’d come and another exit, and no sign of anything else. If Eileen was anywhere, Thomas guessed, she would be down the other hall. Thomas wondered if he could kill the magician, at least. It wouldn’t save his own life, but it might stop the attacks.

Thomas didn’t want to risk Eileen’s life, but he knew that she would have no chance of surviving if he kept doing nothing—especially if the magic they were draining from Thomas was enough to help them win against Henry’s forces. He looked down at the wand. It was glowing brightly, now; ready to be used.

Alfred stumbled away again, sweating and grey. Thomas forced himself to stay awake, forced himself to watch as he guards once more performed the ritual of pushing the sword tip against Thomas’s chest and untying him. The magician gathered up the rod and smiled at Thomas. “You are helping to kill your friends,” he said, patting Thomas on the cheek. “Let’s see how you live with that.”

The men hauled him to his feet and the blood rushed away from his head.

 

***

 

When Thomas woke up this time it was into darkness. The door was shut. He could smell food and moved in a slow circle until he found it with his hands, and the cup of water. He forced himself to eat slowly while he thought. He couldn’t allow them to trap him here any longer, nor could he let them have Eileen. If he left without her, she would have no chance.

The guards came in fours, but only one was armed. If he put lightning into that one, then used more lightning to scatter the others, he could take the man’s sword and fight his way out of the room. The problem was stopping the magician before the magician used one of the fire rods on him. Thomas decided against using lightning a second time against the guards. He could get the sword and kill them with it. That way he could kill the magician as soon as he saw the man.

He finished the food and lay himself back down to sleep some more. He’d need all the energy he could muster once the men came in again.

The door opened and Thomas woke, blinking and bleary. He expected them to come to him, but instead they picked up the girl and hauled her out of the room. Thomas watched them take her.

“Seems a pity,” said Ralph quietly, after the door was shut. “Doing this to a young girl. Draining the life out of her.”

“Draining the life out of all of us,” said the woman. “Thomas there’s the worse. He’s slept more than anyone else.”

“Maybe they’re taking more from him.”

You have no idea, thought Thomas. He lay back down and let himself sleep again.

The door was kicked open hard and fast. Thomas roused himself. Instead of four guards this time, there were ten, all with swords out. Thomas pulled himself to his feet as the guards broke off in pairs, one holding a sword on each prisoner while the other undid the shackle. When they came at Thomas he held still and let them. All the prisoners were prodded forward together down the dark hall. They were pushed into the room with the chair. Alfred was seated, looking pale and scared. The other magician had the stone rod in his hands—the magic in it glowing near-white to Thomas’s eyes—and was keeping an eye on the door.

He said something in his own language, and one guard went to a large box in a corner. The magician turned to the prisoners. “You will be shackled together. Do not fight or you will be killed.”

Thomas cast his eyes towards the door just in time to see another half-dozen men racing into the room, bloodied swords in their hands. They spat something at the magician and turned to face the entrance. The magician stepped up beside them.

Feet raced down the corridor. In the distance, Thomas heard Henry yelling “Faster!”

The magician stepped forward, raising his rod. Thomas, knowing it was probably going to cost him his life, opened his mouth to shout a warning. Eileen’s scream, shrill and loud, cut him off. “Kyun skob!”

Fire filled the hallway, bursting into the room and engulfing the magician. Thomas, on the edges of the flames, felt his hair singe and threw himself to the side, heedless of the men with swords behind him. He needn’t have worried. The raiders fell back to the walls as the magician screamed and whirled, his clothes and body on fire. Black acrid smoke filled the room, stinging Thomas’s eyes and making him cough. Then Eileen, George, Henry, Sir Lawrence and a dozen black-robed figures poured into the room, filling it with bodies. Henry ran the magician through, and the still-flaming body fell to the ground.

Surprise, relief, and fury raced after one another in Thomas’s head as he scrambled to get away from the fighting. Men cut and thrust and parried and shouted and died around him. Thomas rolled against the wall, helpless to do anything but watch. The raiders fought hard, but were driven back. Alfred had abandoned his chair and moved along the far wall, keeping away from the fighting.

Thomas shoved himself up from the wall and ran across the room, dodging combatants and blades alike, until he reached Alfred. He tackled the man, bringing him to the ground. Alfred struggled and Thomas drove his fist into the man’s face a dozen times before Alfred stopped resisting and lay still.

“Thomas!” yelled one of the students. “It’s Thomas!”

The students yelled in victory and surged forward, killing more of the raiders and driving the remaining ones back down the hallway behind them. Eileen ran to Thomas and wrapped her arms around him. Thomas felt the blood that covered her clothes, and saw dozen rents in her cloak that spoke of swords that had come too close, and the chain-mail shirt that had kept the swords from killing her. He pulled her to him and squeezed her as tightly as he could.

“Hold here!” shouted Henry. “Hold this room.”

“No!” Thomas shouted. “The back room there is a prison! Drive them into it and you can keep them there until they starve!”

Henry spared a glance for Thomas before shouting the new order. George and the students surged forward, driving the raiders back down the hallway. From the sounds of it, the fighting was becoming very fierce.

“Here, Captain,” said one of the students, Holding out Thomas’s own rapier and dagger. “We found these in the streets.” Thomas let him stand there. Holding Eileen was all he wanted to do. Eileen kissed him on the head and gently pushed herself to her feet. “Come on,” she said. “We have to go.”

That’s my girl, Thomas thought. He smiled at her. “Where did you get the mail shirt?”

“It’s Wilson’s,” Eileen said, pulling on his arm. “Now get up!”

 He pushed himself to his own feet and took the weapons. Henry was still in the room, watching the fight in the hallway. The corridor was too narrow for more than two or three men to fight side by side, and George’s bulk took up the most of it. In the room, the air was now thick with smoke from the magician’s smouldering body, and the smell was nearly enough to make Thomas sick. He coughed and called to Henry.

“This one’s a magician,” he said, kicking Alfred. For the first time he thought of the other prisoners. He looked around and saw Ralph dead on the floor, Frank crying in pain as he clutched his open stomach. Annice and Alice were against the wall, Annice’s arms around the body of the other woman. Thomas felt a near-overwhelming urge to keep kicking Alfred until the man died. Thomas turned back to Henry. “He was drawing energy out of people and into the man who made the rods—don’t kill him,” added Thomas, as Henry walked forward, his sword at the ready. “We need him.”

“Why?” asked Henry, not slowing.

“It wasn’t John who betrayed the city,” said Thomas. “It was Richard.”

“Richard?” said Henry, looking shocked. “It was Richard who led us here.”

“It was Richard’s knights who kidnapped me.”

“I know,” said Henry. “Richard said that they betrayed him. He said John confessed and told him—”

“This one,” said Thomas, prodding Alfred with a boot, “said that Richard had his wife and family, and would kill them if he didn’t do the magic.”

Henry looked at the magician, then back at Thomas. “Are you sure he said Richard?”

“Remember after the battle in the city?” said Thomas. “When the young lords challenged me? Remember how I said none of them had been in the battle. None of them were hurt, none of them looked like they’d been in a fight? Remember that?”

“Aye.”

“Remember when we met with Richard that afternoon?”

“Aye.” Henry frowned. “Wasn’t a scratch on him, was there?”

Henry looked down at Alfred, cowering on the floor. The sounds of fighting fell away to silence in the time Henry stared at Alfred. George and the students came out of the hallway.

“No one wanted to go into the prison,” said George. “They’re all dead.”

“Good,” said Henry, not looking up. The room was getting thicker with smoke.

“We need to get out of here, Lord Henry,” said Lawrence. He coughed. “Before the smoke kills us.”

“We do,” said Henry. He turned back to Alfred. “How did you bring down the walls?” Alfred looked bewildered. “Of the towns,” said Henry. “How did you bring down the walls of the towns?”

“Water,” said Alfred. “Rods to call water into the earth below the walls. We soaked them until they were unstable, then pulled them over with ropes and hooks.”

“Tie that one up and gag him,” he pointed at Alfred. “And find something to wrap him in. We’ve got a long way to go.”


28

Two days later, they walked through the gates of Frostmire and into a celebration.

It had been a cold, slow ride from the old mine to the city. They had brought Thomas warm clothes and boots, and a horse. Eileen rode beside him, keeping one eye on him as they travelled. For the night, Henry led them all to a deep hollow out of the wind and had them dig a pit in the snow. They huddled tight together, bodies pressed against one another for warmth. Even Alfred was put in the crush, though not unwrapped or untied, or even fed. Eileen curled herself up next to Thomas, and George lay on her other side. They all took turns standing watch, save Thomas, who was ordered to do nothing but sleep and eat what rations they had. He did as he was told, and rose the next morning feeling awake and strong for the first time in days. The cold air felt sharper, the grey light filtering through the clouds felt brighter, and even the biting of the cold felt right on his skin.

Now, standing in the streets of Frostmire, Thomas wondered at what he saw.

The skies had cleared and the air was colder than before, but it didn’t seem to matter to the crowds. Men and women were dancing in the streets, jugs of hot mulled wine and flasks of whiskey were being passed around. People were singing and dancing, and all through the city jubilant crowds danced about. There was no room to ride their horses in the streets, so they left them with the gate guards. Henry accosted someone and demanded to know what was happening.

“Where have you been?” was the drunken answer. “The Order of the Bear found the raiders and slaughtered every last one of them! The war is over!”

Henry shoved the man and cursed.

“You think it’s true?” asked Thomas.

“Of course it’s true,” said Henry. “Richard wouldn’t dare lie about it. If another attack came, the people would be completely demoralized.”

“So why would he do that?” asked George.

“Because he wants to control the duchy, not destroy it,” said Henry. “He’s got what he wants, whatever that was, and now he’s getting rid of the evidence.” Henry led the others through the streets, a murder of sharply-armed crows in their black uniforms, stalking through the snow and the brightly dressed, gaily dancing crowds. In their midst, Alfred, tied and led by a length of rope, followed without protest.

Word of their arrival reached the castle gates before they did. The guards cheered as they walked in, and the knights of the Order of the Bear stood at rigid attention, swords drawn, in a double line that led from the gates to the door. There were at least a hundred of them, Thomas realized. He looked to Henry, who squared his shoulders and said, “Follow me.”

Henry led the way with Sir Lawrence hard on his heels. Thomas, Eileen and George followed, with the students walking in behind. The great doors opened as they approached, and Lord Richard stood before them, dressed in a rich, red robe, with a black armband around his arm. Baron Goshawk, Amelia, Lady Prellham and William were all at the door of the great hall, waiting to meet them. Amelia looked pleased as punch to be the first to see them. William looked like Amelia had made him come. Baron Goshawk’s face filled with relief at the sight of them, while Lady Prellham frowned disapprovingly at Eileen.

“Brother!” Richard said, stepping forward and raising his arms. Henry stiffened slightly, but kept walking. Thomas and the others kept pace, stopping just below the steps at Henry’s gestured command. Henry mounted the stairs alone, and Richard embraced him. “I am so glad to see you alive,” he said. “And Thomas! I had given up hope. Thank goodness John spoke when he did or we may well have lost you.”

“It was indeed fortunate,” said Henry. “Is he the reason you are wearing a black armband?”

“Him? No.” Concern and sadness flooded Richard’s face. “But you have not heard, have you? I am so sorry.” He took a deep breath. “Henry, our father died last night.”

“What?” Henry reeled back from his brother, stumbling out of the other man’s grasp. “How? You said he was getting better!”

“And so he was,” said Richard. “Then two days ago a fever consumed him. By the middle of the second day he was raving and by nightfall…” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, brother. I sent messengers with the news.”

“We didn’t see them,” said Henry. “We came straight here after we rescued Thomas.”

Richard looked confused. “I am glad you did so, but why? Would he not have served better in the field, protecting the refugees?” He raised a hand when Henry tried to speak. “No, this is not the time for such things. It is a time of grieving and of celebration both, and you must be exhausted. Come inside, my brother.”

“A moment,” said Henry. He walked back down the steps to Thomas. He had gone pale, and his eyes looked almost glazed with shock. He stopped in front of Thomas and his students. “Get John,” he whispered so quietly Thomas nearly missed it. “Take the prisoner to the cells,” he commanded. “He will face the king’s justice in the morning.”

“Your troop should retire to their barracks, Captain Thomas,” protested Richard. “Give your prisoner over to my men. They will see him to the dungeon.”

“With respect,” said Henry, turning on his heel to face his brother, “it was one of your men who betrayed Thomas to the enemy. I will not lose this prisoner in the same way.” Thomas, whose mind was still reeling at the thought of the duke’s death, was impressed with how calm Henry sounded. “These men have taken great pains to bring this prisoner here, and I believe they would consider it an honour to escort him to the prison themselves.”

Anger etched itself on Richard’s features, only to be smoothed away a moment later. “I understand your hesitation,” he said, “though I have only confidence in the men who remain. Still, you may do as you wish.”

“Baron Goshawk,” said Henry, “escort Captain Thomas, if you would. I’m sure he’ll have much to tell you about our adventures.”

“Of course, Lord Henry. This way, gentlemen.” Richard and Henry stood aside, and the baron led Thomas and the others into the building. Lady Prellham and Amelia fell in step at once. William, looking sullen, followed along behind Amelia.

“Well, it must have been quite the exciting trip,” said Amelia, attaching herself to George’s arm. “Tell me what happened. Were you in any battles? And how did you hear the news so soon? The riders were sent out only yesterday.”

“What were you thinking?” demanded Lady Prellham of Eileen from the other side. “Going into battle? It is no place for a young lady.”

“It’s no place for anyone,” said Thomas. “Baron, how far to the cells?”

“There are two sets,” said the baron. “The one for the commoners are under the east hall.”

“Where’s the cell with John in it?”

“Lord John,” corrected Lady Prellham.

“In the old wing,” said the baron. “But surely that wouldn’t be suitable—”

“Take us there,” said Thomas.

Alfred made a protest, unintelligible through the gag.

“Is that proper?” asked the baron.

“Yes,” said Thomas, hoping his tone made it clear there was not to be an argument.

Apparently it did. “Beneath the old keep, then,” said Baron Goshawk. “This way.”

He led them through the halls and, to Thomas’s surprise, into the practice room. On the far side was a door, opening to a set of steps that led down. “Used to be the original cellars,” explained the baron. “Goes deep enough to be below the frost line in winter; took months to dig, according to the keep records.”

“Any guards in there?” asked Thomas.

“I shouldn’t think many,” said the baron. “Why?”

“Draw,” said Thomas. Steel hissed out of scabbards and the thin light shone on a dozen rapier blades and the wider blade of George’s battle sword. “No one gets in. George, grab Alfred’s rope.”

“What are you doing?” demanded Lady Prellham.

Thomas ignored her. “Lord William, I need you to come with me.”

“What’s going on?” William demanded, starting to back away.

“Stop him,” said Thomas, and a half-dozen students surrounded the young lord, blades pointing at his chest. William stopped. He glared at Thomas, looking at once angry and impotent. “I need you to come with me,” repeated Thomas. “It’s important.”

“Important enough to kill me for?” demanded William.

“Aye,” said Thomas. “But I’m not the one who will do it. Please, Lord William.”

“Oh come,” said Amelia. “It’s important to Lord Henry, too, I expect. And I don’t want to go down there without someone’s arm to hold on to.”

“And what of me?” demanded Lady Prellham.

“Your word you will stay here and stay quiet,” said Thomas, drawing his own rapier. “Or my men will bind you and gag you.”

Lady Prellham looked from the students with their drawn blades to Thomas. She lowered her voice. “What is going on, Captain?”

“Your word, Lady Prellham.”

“Is this Lord Henry’s idea?”

“Your word,” Thomas repeated. “Please.”

Lady Prellham’s lips pressed into a tight, disapproving line for a moment, then, “Very well. You have my word.”

“Thank you,” said Thomas. He looked at Marcus. “Get the lady a seat, please. We’ll be up shortly. Baron, lead the way.”

“We’ll need light,” said the baron.

Thomas had two students kindle torches in the fireplace, giving one to the baron and the other to Eileen. “Lead the way, Baron, if you please.”

The baron did, taking them down a long set of stairs into a hallway that was noticeably cooler than the rooms above, with a dozen doors on either side of it. Two guards wearing church uniforms stood on either side of the last one in the row. Thomas advanced on them, George beside him. The guards reached for their own weapons when they approached, but Thomas held up a hand. “No need,” he said. “We’re just here delivering a prisoner to his cell.”

The guards looked wary and their hands stayed on their weapons, but neither made a move to draw. Thomas led Alfred to the cell opposite the guards. “Put him in there, George,” said Thomas. George did, closing the door and pushing the thick bolt into place. “There,” said Thomas, turning his rapier on the throat of the nearest guard. “Fight and I’ll kill you where you stand.”

The other guard reached for his weapon. George’s fist flew and hit him once in the face. The man’s head bounced off the wall behind him and he slid to the floor. “Take their swords, Baron,” said Thomas. “Then put them in the cell beside Alfred there.”

The baron relieved the men of their weapons then dragged the unconscious one into the cell.

“Does he have any more men inside with him?” Thomas asked the remaining prisoner. The man said nothing. Thomas took the blade away from him and George grabbed the man, shoving him into the cell with his companion.

“Now what?” asked Eileen.

Thomas grasped the bolt on the door to John’s cell, pulled it open, then pulled on the door itself. He stepped back as it swung wide.

Inside, the inquisitor was sitting behind a small writing desk, his quill busy scratching across the paper in front of him. He looked up, annoyed at the interruption then started, seeing Thomas and his drawn rapier. Thomas’s eyes were on Lord John, however.

The young lord had been stripped naked and his arms tied behind his back at the elbows and wrists. Another rope was looped tight around his elbows and drawn through a steel ring set in the ceiling. His arms had been pulled high enough that only his toes touched the ground, and those only barely. He was moaning, and the floor beneath him was stained. The cell and Lord John both stank.

“What are you doing here?” the inquisitor demanded. He blinked several times at Thomas, not believing his eyes. At last, he managed to say, “My work is not to be interrupted. Lord Richard himself said so.”

“How long has he been tied up like that?” asked Thomas, staring in horror at John’s straining shoulders. The man’s entire weight was suspended by them, and from the angle they were bending, the pain had to be incredible.

“That is not your concern.”

“Actually, it is,” said Thomas. “George, get Lord John down. Baron Goshawk, Eileen, help him.”

“What are you doing?” demanded William. “Lord John is a traitor!”

“No,” said Thomas. “Richard is. Cut him down, Baron.”

“A traitor?” said the inquisitor. “What are you talking about? Lord John is the traitor. And don’t touch that rope!”

Thomas’s blade shifted up, ending with the point just inches away from the inquisitor’s eye. “Do not move,” Thomas said, “or make a sound, or I will kill you right here.”

The inquisitor fell silent. Thomas waited, watching as George held John up while the baron sawed at the rope attaching him to the ceiling. It gave and John let out a cry of pain as he collapsed into George’s arms. George cradled him lightly, keeping him from falling to the filthy floor. Baron Goshawk carefully cut through the rope at his elbows, then his wrists. As each was cut, he cried out again, and when the baron was done John’s arms dangled uselessly at his sides. Thomas got his first look at the bruises and swelling on John’s face and winced to see how badly he’d been beaten. 

“Should we get him out of here?” George asked.

“The cell, yes,” said Thomas, “but not upstairs yet. Wait until his arms are working. Amelia.”

There was no answer, and Thomas turned to find Amelia pressed against the far wall, her hand in her mouth, eyes wide with horror.

“Amelia!” Thomas shouted loudly enough to get her attention. “Look around. See if you can find a water bucket or something so we can clean John up a bit. William, help her.”

“And clothes,” said Eileen. “He must be freezing.”

“Take Alfred’s clothes,” said Thomas. “Leave him a cloak so he won’t freeze.”

George carried John out of the cell and into the hall. Thomas left the inquisitor in the cell and barred it from outside. Alfred didn’t argue or resist when William took his clothes, and Amelia found a bucket of water with dippers for drinking at the end of the hall. She brought the bucket and knelt beside where George had laid John, dipping in some water and holding it to his mouth. He drank tentatively at first, then more, sucking the water into his mouth as if he hadn’t drank for days.

Which he may well have not done, thought Thomas. “Can you speak, Lord John?”

Amelia filled another dipper with water and held it to John’s mouth. John drained it before he attempted to speak. “What… what happened?”

“Richard’s the traitor,” said Thomas. “We just found out.”

John stared at Thomas, his eyes only half-focused. “What?”

Thomas looked at the other man’s bruised and battered body. “George, are his arms still in their sockets?”

George looked. “I think so.”

“John,” said Thomas slowly, “I need you to try to move your arms. Can you do that?”

“Why does he need to do that?” demanded William. “Can’t you see the pain he’s in?”

“I can see,” said Thomas. “But I don’t know how to put his arms back in place, and I don’t want to heal him wrong.”

“Heal him?” William looked bewildered. “Heal him how?”

Thomas ignored him. “John, can you move your arms?”

Johns face screwed up in pain and his breath became harsh. His hands began to tremble, and then moved ever so slowly upward. He got them almost above his waist, then collapsed.

“Good enough,” said Thomas. He laid his sword aside and knelt behind John, putting his hands on the other man’s shoulders. It took a moment to call the power, and then another to start chanting. White light that only he could see flowed from his hands and into John’s body. John gasped at first, then sighed as the pain faded back. Thomas kept the chanting up only a short while before stepping back. “Try now.”

John grimaced, but managed to get his arms up above his head. His face looked less swollen, too, Thomas noticed. Thomas picked up his sword and got to his feet. “How are you?”

John glared at him. “Don’t be stupid.” He pushed himself half upright and took the dipper from Amelia, draining it again. “Why are you letting me out?”

“Richard’s the traitor,” said Thomas.

“I heard.” John pushed himself slowly upright. “How did you know?”

“Alfred told me,” said Thomas. “Said Richard had his family.”

Alfred?” repeated John. “Alfred Pinner of Penbridge? Is he here?”

“In the end cell,” said Thomas. “You know him?”

“Aye,” said John. He pushed himself into a sitting position, then slowly up to his feet. George steadied him. John put a hand out to the wall once he was upright and walked carefully and with a distinctive wobble across the hall. “Richard came back with him two years ago from some trip or other. Henry was away.” He paused for breath. “Open the cell door,” he said. “Let me see.”

“William,” said Thomas. “Do it.”

William did. John stared at the man for a time. “You,” he said at last. “What were you doing for Richard?”

“Sucking magic out of people and using it to make fire rods,” said Thomas.

“There is no magic,” protested Alfred. “There is only energy, to be harnessed. It was not witchcraft. I would not do witchcraft, my lord John.”

John looked at Thomas. “Was it witchcraft?”

“Magic,” said Thomas. “It’s only witchcraft if he calls on the Banished.”

“Which I would never do, my lord,” said Alfred. “Please believe me, if I had any choice—”

“If?” repeated John. “If?”

“He has my family,” said Alfred. “Please, my lord.”

“Ah. Your family.” John turned away from the door. “William, help me clean myself.”

William did, using the remaining water from the bucket and one of the guard’s cloaks. John dressed in Alfred’s shirt and pants. “Any food?” he asked.

“No, my Lord,” said William.

“I can get some,” offered Amelia.

“You can stay there,” said John. “I trust you as far as I can throw him,” he pointed a thumb at George. He turned back to the cell and Alfred. “You know you’re dead, right?”

Alfred flinched and looked at the floor.

“Your family is probably already dead,” continued John, his tone remarkably casual. “If not before you arrived, then certainly after Richard saw you.” He looked to Thomas. “Richard did see him, yes?”

“Yes.”

“He said they would live,” whispered Alfred.

“Aye,” said John. “I’m sure he did. He’s a liar, my brother. And a murderer and a traitor. Your family is as dead as all those folks your magic helped kill. Not to worry,” added John as Alfred began to tremble. “I’m sure it was a sword or a knife. Something quick. Not like you’ll get.”

What colour Alfred had in his face drained away. Thomas could feel his own horror rising again at John’s casual tone. The young lord’s face was cold and impassive and he seemed in no hurry at all. He watched as Alfred slumped on the floor of his cell.

“You,” John continued, “will be flayed alive. You know what that means, right?” He waited for a response, but Alfred didn’t move or speak. Softly, he repeated, “Right?”

Alfred’s head moved—the barest of nods.

“Say it,” said John. “Say what they will do to you.” Alfred shook his head, another small move. He was trembling.

“They will cut off your skin,” said John. “They will start at your feet, and will skin you like a deer. Only you’ll be alive.”

Alfred began to sob. John went on in the same casual voice, ignoring the man’s tears. “And they’ll do it outside in the cold, and the cold on your body when the skin is torn away is agony, to judge from what I’ve seen. But what’s worse is, the cold slows the blood flow and makes you go numb. In this cold, the numbness can be enough to keep you alive when they lock you in the cage and put you by the gates for the weasels to feed on.”

Alfred curled into a ball on the floor, moaning.

“Think about that,” said John. “And think of one other thing. When you are asked to speak against Richard, tell them everything, and tell them the truth, and I will bring you something so you feel no pain when they come for you. Lie, and I’ll make sure they cut you slowly and throw salt on your raw flesh.”

Alfred broke, sobbing. John turned his back. “Tie him and bring him,” he said to William. “Now get me out of here.”

Thomas led the way up the stairs to the practice room. The students were still there, with blades out. “Report,” said Thomas.

“No one so far,” said Marcus. “Now what?”

“We find Henry,” said Thomas.

“Wrong,” said Lord John. “We find the barons. Richard can’t rule without them.”

“At least one of them is on his side,” said Thomas. “Cormac’s father.”

“Any others?”

“All the young lords that didn’t fight in the halls when the raiders came,” said Thomas. “Steven, Cormac, James, Anthony, Andrew, Charles, Geoffrey, Edward and Ethan. I don’t know whose fathers are here.”

John blinked. “Impressive memory for names.”

“They were threatening the girl I love,” said Thomas. “I remember them.”

“And trying to kill you,” said Baron Goshawk. He stepped over to the weapon racks and, after a moment’s thought, picked up a pair of throwing axes.

“Aye, there is that,” said Thomas. “Marcus, take the troop and go with Lord John. Baron, William, you too. He has to reach the barons, no matter what.”

“Alfred comes with us, too,” said John. “I need the proof.”

“What about you?” asked Marcus.

“We three will head for the great hall,” said Thomas. “Henry will need the help. Lady Prellham, I would suggest you get out of here.”

“Nonsense,” said Lady Prellham. “I’ll go with you to the great hall.”

“Lady Prellham,” said Eileen. “It’s dangerous.”

“It’s all dangerous,” said Lady Prellham. “Why do you think the duke assigned me to you?”

“The duke?” Eileen look shocked. “I thought Henry—”

“Did as he was told,” said Lady Prellham. “I have served the duke far longer than any of you have been alive, and will be far more help in the great hall than any of your swords. Speaking of which, put them away. And it would be good to clean up first.”

“Henry didn’t get the chance to clean up,” said Thomas.

“A pity, too, because he does clean up very pretty.”

“What about me?” asked Amelia.

“Still don’t trust you,” said Lord John.

“Then I’d better go with Thomas so he can keep an eye on me,” she said, stepping up and latching her arm through George’s. “Let’s go see Lord Richard.”

Thomas shook his head, ready to protest, but John cut him off.

“Fine,” said John. “You lot are the distraction. And since Amelia drives everyone to distraction anyway, take her with you. Keep them busy until I get there. Now go.”

They did, Thomas and Eileen leading, with Lady Prellham in the middle and George and Amelia at the end. Amelia’s hand was looped through George’s elbow, and George had his hand on top of it, holding it tightly enough that she could not let go if she wanted to.

“Weapons away,” said Lady Prellham. “You’ve delivered your prisoner and have released your men to their barracks. You are coming to report to Lord Henry.”

“I had thought of that,” said Thomas.

“Then put away your rapier.”

They did as they were told, and stepped through the doors into the great hall.

The room was mostly empty, save for servants setting up the tables and stage for the evening’s feast. Henry was sitting with his brother in a corner of the room, sharing a bottle of wine, while Sir Lawrence stood against a wall nearby with three of Richard’s Bears lounging beside him.

Richard saw them first. “Ah, Captain Thomas! Have you completed your mission, then?”

“We have,” said Thomas, looking to Henry. “It’s done.”

“I’m glad,” said Richard. “Though I am curious as to who that prisoner is you’ve brought.”

“A magician,” said Thomas. “He was making the fire rods.”

“I see.”

“There were two of them, you know,” said Thomas. “One who drained the magic out of people, the other who put it into the fire rods.”

“And how do you know this?” asked Richard.

“Because they drained the magic out of me,” said Thomas. “Repeatedly.”

“And you didn’t fight them?” asked Richard.

“I was about to try,” said Thomas. “It was fortunate Henry and the others came to my rescue. I don’t think I would have survived the attempt.”

Richard smiled. “But you would have tried anyway?”

“They were going to use my magic to kill people,” said Thomas. “I couldn’t allow it.”

“Very altruistic,” said Richard. “Tell me, what happened to the other magician? The one making the fire rods?”

“He’s dead,” said Henry. “Eileen killed him with one of his own creations.” 

“There he is!”

Thomas turned. The young lords stalked into the hall—not just the eight traitors, but all who were still walking. Many still wore bandages and several had grease slicked over their burnt faces. All were armed. Lord Steven led them.

“I had heard you had returned,” said Steven. “We have a debt to settle, you and I.”

“I think not,” said Henry.

“No interference,” said Steven. “This one said he would duel, then fled like a coward.”

“This one,” said Thomas, “had you and your friends arrested for the traitors you are. Lord Richard, I thought you had them confined to quarters?”

“I did,” said Richard. “And interrogated. But when John broke he confessed his own guilt and said that they had nothing to do with it.”

“Of course he did,” said Thomas. “How foolish of me.”

“You have impugned my honour,” said Steven. “And the honour of all these men.”

“Oh,” said Thomas. “Is that all?”

Steven turned to Richard. “I demand satisfaction.”

Henry rose. “This is hardly the time,” he said.

“I agree,” said Lord Richard. “Nor is this the place.”

“With respect, my lord,” said Steven, “this is the time and the place. Captain Thomas has already defaulted on one duel. By rights we should have him declared a coward and whipped. Instead, I am giving him a chance to regain what little honour is left to him.”

“But why now?” asked Thomas. “Surely the next banquet would be a far more suitable place for you. More public, more witnesses. It’s the way you dogs like doing things, isn’t it?”

“You call us dogs?” said Steven, his hand going to his sword.

“Only the eight of you,” said Thomas. “You, Cormac, James, Anthony, Andrew, Charles, Geoffrey, Edward and Ethan. Dogs, traitors, cowards and liars. The rest are merely victims of your plotting.”

“What do you mean?” demanded one of the others. “What plotting?”

“Captain Thomas is convinced that these eight were in league with Lord John to overthrow the duke,” said Lord Richard. “A charge that has been disproved.”

“Oh, I know they’re in league,” said Thomas, desperately hoping the man in question would be appearing soon. “Just not with Lord John.”

Richard blinked, “What?”

“It was you, Richard. You betrayed the kingdom, you had your brother tortured, and you probably had your father murdered.”

All but eight of the lords looked stunned. “What?” repeated the lord who had spoken first. “You dare accuse Lord Richard?”

“Aye,” said Thomas, even as he watched Richard’s three knights straighten themselves from the wall, their hands drifting toward their sword hilts. Henry’s eyes were fairly wide, too. “And the rest of them. In fact, the only one that we couldn’t figure out was you.”

“We?” sneered Steven. “Who are we?”

“Well,” said Henry, rising. “Me, for one.” He left his seat and crossed the floor, Sir Lawrence staying three steps behind him the whole way. Henry stopped beside Thomas and said quietly, “You do know what you are doing, right?”

“No,” said Thomas, just as quietly. “But Lord John is chasing down the barons and we need to buy time.”

“By having us all killed?” said Henry. “Very original.”

“Liar! You should be strung up,” said Cormac. “He doesn’t deserve the honour of a duel. Hang him!”

“And is that because I’m a liar?” asked Thomas, “or because you don’t want everyone else to hear what I have to say once the duel is over and Steven here is lying on the floor?”

“These are not traitors,” protested another lord. “These are our friends and our peers.”

“No, they’re not,” said Amelia, her usual prattling tone gone. “They worked with Richard to let in the raiders. They hid while you fought in the halls. They tried to rape Eileen and they tried to have Thomas killed, all so Richard could get his way. They’re traitors.”

Thomas was caught completely off-guard by Amelia’s pronouncement. Henry just smiled. Amelia curtsied low to him. “Very glad to have you back, Lord Henry.”

“That’s my girl,” he said, tousling her hair. “How goes it with Lord William?”

Amelia smiled. “He’s starting to come round.”

“I knew he—”

“In the name of the Four, stop this prattle!” shouted Steven. “Lord Richard! This man has given me the gravest of insults, and I demand satisfaction as is my right!”

“He is within his rights,” said Richard. “And given the rather vile accusations you have heaped on me, I am rather inclined to let him face you.”

“What a surprise,” said Thomas. “Give me a moment to prepare, will you?”

“Choose a second,” said Richard.

“Henry,” said Thomas. He turned away and started stripping off his cloak and coat. Henry took them. “Steven is quite good,” said Henry.

“He ever beaten you?” asked Thomas.

“Never fought him,” said Henry. “Though people think we’re about equal.”

Thomas managed a grin. “Shouldn’t be a problem, then.”

“Ha, ha.”

“How much longer do you think we can delay?”

“Not much,” said Henry.

A few feet away, Amelia whispered into Eileen’s ear. Eileen’s mouth dropped open and she turned bright red. Amelia whispered again then shoved Eileen towards Thomas.

“What was that all—” was as far as Thomas got before Eileen wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in for a long, deep kiss. Thomas accepted it with great pleasure, breaking off long enough to say, “Amelia’s idea?”

“Delaying tactic,” said Eileen.

“Good choice.”

“You going to stop?”

“Not until they tell me to.”

The kiss lasted a good bit longer before Steven shouted, “Will you hurry up!”

There was a fair amount of snickering when Thomas and Eileen separated. “We’ll do that again, soon,” promised Thomas. He turned to Steven. “A moment to recover, if you please.”

The other lords snickered and Steven glared at them. “Be silent!” He turned on Thomas. “You’re making a mockery of this! Take it seriously!”

“They are,” said Richard, suddenly sitting forward in his seat. “They’re taking it very seriously.”

Well, so much for this, thought Thomas. He pulled his sword and dagger from their scabbards, then loosed the belt and handed it to Henry. “Shall we dance, Steven?”

“Henry,” said Richard, pushing himself to his feet. “What have you done?”

“Me?” protested Henry. “I was here with you.”

“Henry…”

“One question, Steven,” interrupted Thomas. “You were the one Henry and I couldn’t figure out.” Thomas stepped into the middle of the room, his rapier pointed to Steven, his dagger at the other conspirators. “They all get land out of the deal. What do you get?”

“There was no deal,” said Steven, taking off his own sword belt and drawing the blade. “And I have no dagger.”

“Someone lend him one,” said Henry. Cormac stepped forward, proffering his blade to Steven.

“There had to have been a deal,” said Thomas, raising his voice so all the lords heard him. “If you look at a map of the attacks, you can see exactly where those seven stand to gain land. But not you. There’s nothing for you.”

Steven grinned and raised his blades. “I get to kill you. That’s enough.”

“Not enough to risk being flayed alive, I should think. That is what they do to traitors, isn’t it?”

“I am not a traitor,” said Steven and lunged.

He was fast and skilled and Thomas had to work to get the parry around in time. He sent a riposte back at Steven and was comforted to see the other man retreat. Thomas pursued and nearly got skewered for his efforts. He jumped back and Steven pursued. Now the blades were flashing back and forth in earnest, swords seeking each other’s bodies, daggers flashing back and forth to parry and occasionally strike out when the other got too close.

The crowd around them was shouting encouragement—mostly to Steven. Thomas ignored the noise, ignored everything except the blades of the man in front of him. Steven had a look of fierce concentration and joy on his face, his grin spread wide as he skipped in and out of range, his blades aiming for Thomas’s heart and wrists and eyes. They were almost equally matched and Thomas knew it would become a contest of endurance as much as anything else.

“Enough!” shouted an older man’s voice. “Weapons down! Now!”

Steven ignored the words and drove forward with a lunge. Thomas stopped the thrust with a twisting parry that threw Steven’s blade to the side. He started the follow-up thrust and was knocked backwards as Steven, instead of stopping, tackled Thomas and drove them both to the ground. 

Around them, pandemonium was breaking loose. People shouted and weapons clashed. Thomas didn’t hear any of it. He clouted Steven on the head with his pommel, then let go of his sword to grab Steven’s dagger hand before the other could use the blade. Steven raised his sword and Thomas hooked one of his legs under Steven’s, rolling them over. Steven tried to hit Thomas with his own pommel then stopped, gasping in pain.

“The blade’s in your belly,” said Thomas, still not letting go of the other man’s dagger hand. “Yield and you live.”

A pair of strong hands pulled Thomas away, the dagger slipping out of Steven’s belly as easily as it went in. Steven shouted in pain and Thomas spun, his dagger coming up. Baron Rasmus caught Thomas’s wrist in one very strong hand and stopped it. “Enough, I said!”

“It’s all right,” said Baron Goshawk, picking up Thomas’s rapier and handing it to him. Eileen had her own weapon drawn and was staring uncertainly at the men around them. Thomas looked around. Richard’s knights were surrounded by armed castle guards. The students were squared off against the lords, swords out and pointing at each other. William was shouting at the lot of them and half a dozen older barons were surrounding Henry and John, demanding answers. Alfred lay on the floor, still tied, while Lady Prellham stood watch over him, a dagger in her hand and one boot pressed firmly on Alfred’s throat.

“Put down the sword, you fool of a girl,” said Baron Rasmus, contempt in his voice. He turned to the crowd, his voice overriding everyone else. “All of you, put down your weapons! NOW!”

“Where’s Richard?” asked Thomas. He looked around. “George! Henry! Where’s Richard?”

George and Henry’s heads swivelled on their shoulders. “His knights are gone, too,” said Henry. “Baron Rasmus! Summon the castle guard! The Order of the Bear needs to be needs to be confined to quarters!”

“Which way did he go?” demanded John.

“I didn’t see,” said Henry. “Did anyone?”

“The kitchen,” said one of the young lords. “He went out through the kitchen.”

Thomas took his rapier from Goshawk and, without another word, charged into the kitchen. Goshawk, George, Eileen, Henry and Sir Lawrence were all right behind him. “Which way?” Thomas demanded of the cooks. They stared, too stunned to say anything.

“Which way did he go?” shouted Henry. One of the cooks pointed out a back door. “Family quarters,” said Henry. “Come on.”

He charged through the door and down the hallway at top speed. Thomas could hear George puffing as they ran the length of the hallways and up the stairs to the family quarters. He led them to Richard’s room and kicked the door open. There was a chest open at the foot of the bed and a door open on the far side of the room. Henry ran through it, the others right behind him. A door slammed behind them and Thomas turned. The other door to Richard’s room was closed. Thomas changed direction, shoving past Eileen and George, hauling the door open and running. He spotted Richard, heading down the hall, and gave chase.

Richard dodged through the hallways then up a set of spiralling stairs. Thomas chased after.

“Kyun skob!” Richard shouted and Thomas pushed himself against the inner wall of the stair. The flames from the fire rod raced around the tower, charring the outer wall and narrowly missing Thomas. He started up again, keeping his sword in front and hugging the inner pillar of the spiral stairs. Behind him he heard Henry and the others calling his name. He ignored them, following Richard up and up until they reached the door that opened onto the roof of the castle. Thomas opened it cautiously and found Richard standing a dozen yards away, a sword in one hand, looking over the parapet. Thomas risked a look down himself. There were guardsmen everywhere, and the knights of the Order of the Bear were being herded back at the tips of the castle guard’s pikes.

“Dammit,” said Richard. He turned and saw Thomas. “And damn you.”

“There’s nowhere to go,” said Thomas.

“There’s another door on the other side of the roof,” said Richard. “All I have to do is reach it.”

Behind him, Thomas could hear footsteps coming up the stairs. “And you think I’ll allow that?”

“You have to,” said Richard. “After all, I saved your life.”

“When?” said Thomas, inching forward.

“Father Roberts,” said Richard. “I sent him south instead of letting them have you.”

“Which means they’ll bring back another two thousand men who hate magic,” said Thomas. “Thank you so much.”

“Oh, they didn’t make it,” said Richard. “I had the raiders ambush them two days’ march away. They all died.”

“Why?” said Henry, coming out of the stairwell with Lawrence right behind him.

 “It’s so obvious, really. I couldn’t have them come back. They might figure it out, the way you did.”

“Not that,” said Henry. “Why all of this? Why kill our father? Why start a war?”

Richard laughed. “By the Four, you think I’ll tell you?” He looked beyond Henry to Lawrence. “If you please.”

Sir Lawrence drew a dagger and in one smooth motion shoved it into Henry’s back. Henry shouted in pain. Sir Lawrence pulled him upright and thrust the dagger in again.

“Did you think I wouldn’t have planned for this?” said Richard as Henry collapsed onto the parapet, his eyes wide. Richard watched his brother fall. “Kill Thomas, Sir Lawrence. Then join me.”

“Yes, my lord.”

There was an animal roar and George charged onto the parapet, slamming Lawrence into the roof, the old timbers holding the roof up groaning at the impact. Thomas didn’t stay to watch. It was a long roof, and Richard had a good start. Thomas ran as fast as he could, only slowing enough at the corners that he didn’t skid into the parapet and over the side. Richard was moving lightly, minding his step. Even so, he nearly fell rounding a corner. He regained his balance and kept going. Thomas skidded around the same place and saw Eileen at the far edge of the roof, running towards the door and the stairs that would allow Richard to escape. Richard saw her and raised the stone rod in his hand. Eileen skidded to a halt and scrambled backwards.

Sir Lawrence’s scream filled the air, and a moment later there came the sound of the man’s body hitting the ground below. Lord Richard looked in the direction of the sound, and when he looked back Eileen had her own fire rod in her hands.

Richard kept the fire rod pointed at Eileen and dropped his sword. He reached under his shirt and pulled out a second fire rod, which he pointed at Thomas. “Any sudden moves from either of you,” he said, “and I’ll cook you both before I die.”

“Don’t be a fool,” said Eileen. “Thomas can kill you with lightning long before you could use that.”

“Maybe,” said Richard, “but I’m betting he’s not willing to risk it.”

“Why, Richard?” asked Thomas. “Why do all this?”

“Gods, you too?” Richard laughed. “Because my father was taking too long to die. Because my brother John is a manipulative little bastard.” With each word, Richard edged himself along the roof, forcing Eileen back. “Because we should be destroying Reaver of Aithar, not marrying the bastard’s daughter.” He looked at Eileen. “Now get out of the way.”

A throwing axe blossomed in the middle of Richard’s chest. He stumbled back, hit the parapet and fell to his knees. He raised the rods again, this time towards the peak of the roof. Baron Goshawk threw the second axe, hitting Richard in the middle of the forehead. Blood gouted out and Richard went over backwards.

Thomas stared at him a moment, then turned and ran the other way, back towards Henry. George was cradling Henry in his arms while the young lord’s body convulsed. Thomas skidded to a stop beside him and put his hands on Henry’s back. He recited the words over and over, willing all his magic into the wound. It felt like forever before the white light flowed from his hands and into Henry’s body, and even longer before Henry stopped convulsing. He kept at it, willing the wound closed as the magic poured out of him.

“Enough,” said Henry at last. “Thomas, enough. I’ll live, and I need you conscious.”

Thomas let go and sat back. Eileen and Goshawk were beside them, now. Henry sat up, moaning with pain, and looked around. “Sir Lawrence?”

“Tried to wrestle George,” said Thomas. 

Henry nodded. “I thought Lawrence was loyal…” He was pale, and not just from the lack of blood. “He was my friend.” He shook his head. “Richard?”

“Is dead,” said Baron Goshawk. “I killed him.”

Henry nodded, but said nothing.

Thomas could feel the shakes start. “We should go find Lord John.”

Henry stood and held out a hand to steady Thomas. “Yes, we should.”

 


Epilogue

Thomas reached up and pulled the scarf down from his face, feeling the cold, wet wind from the ocean blowing hard against his skin. Above him, the rigging creaked and groaned as the ship rolled with the waves. Before him, he could see Hawksmouth spread out, its port mostly closed, save for one path through the ice in the harbour.

“At last,” said Thomas.

“At last,” agreed Eileen, wrapping an arm around his waist. “I didn’t think we’d make it.”

Thomas watched as the shore grew closer. He couldn’t see the Academy from where he was—the city walls hid it. But he desperately wanted to be there, even as he feared what would happen when they arrived. In his bag, below deck, were letters to the parents of all the students who had died. Henry had helped Thomas write them. The letters weighed on Thomas. What will I tell their parents? 

 Sixteen left of twenty-three. One missing a hand, three with limps that would be with them the rest of their lives, others burned so badly their skin still had not healed despite Thomas’s best efforts, and one man whose face was so damaged from a sword cut that Thomas could barely recognize him. Beyond that, there wasn’t one of them who didn’t have some scar or other.

And those are just the scars you can see.

George had wanted to leave his armour and sword behind when they left, but Henry wouldn’t let him, insisting that he needed a proper bodyguard and besides, the road was long and rough. George had grumblingly agreed. Eileen had dressed in the livery of the students, wearing her rapier and standing proud with the rest of them when they marched out of the castle, stopping only long enough to hug Amelia, who was now looking quite pleased with herself as she hung off Lord William’s arm. But once away from the castle, she had fallen silent, barely speaking until they were well away from Frostmire, and then only in fits and starts.

On board she had avoided everyone—including Thomas—hiding behind her guise as Alex and staying out of the way below decks. George had offered his services and was set to mending whatever broke on the ship, finding calm in the actions of fixing. The students got drunk or laughed too loud or quarrelled for no reason, or just stayed below, lying on their hammocks in silence.

The ship had stopped often, taking port whenever a real storm threatened to blow—though apparently any time the waves were shorter than a man, it wasn’t considered a real storm. The students, well rewarded by Lord John, had drunk themselves insensate on those occasions, loudly toasting the fallen and reliving the terrible days and nights in the snow. Eileen had drunk as hard as the rest of them, hoping, Thomas guessed, to erase some of her memory in the alcohol she poured down her throat.

It hadn’t helped. Thomas heard it in her dreams as the group lay together in the common room of the inn. After the third night on shore, Eileen didn’t touch more than a cup of wine, sitting instead by the fire. Thomas sat with her, saying nothing, until one night, she began talking again. Thomas listened as she worked her way through the bloody, awful events they’d all survived.

By the end of the second week, she laughed when Marcus made a joke. It was a short laugh, but it was something. Two days later, Thomas took Henry aside and had some quiet words with him. Henry listened, then shared them with the rest of the students when Eileen wasn’t around.

“I can’t believe Lord John sent us south in the winter,” said George, coming up beside them.

“I can,” said Henry, joining them on the other side.

“Surprised we didn’t sink.”

“I sometimes think that was his intention,” said Henry. “Not good to have a younger brother around when you’re consolidating power, you know.”

“Well, if I see him again, I’ll have some words for him.”

Thomas wrapped his arm around Eileen’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “I wonder how bad the apartment will be?”

“I doubt we still have one,” said Henry. “Not like a landlord to let a place stay empty for long.”

Thomas sighed. “Maybe it’s just as well. I’m not sure I could go back there.”

“Not to worry,” said Henry. “With the money I got from John, we’ll be set up for the rest of the winter and most of next year, too.” He looked at Eileen. “And what about you two? Shall you move in with us?”

“I can just see my mother’s reaction to that,” said Eileen.

“George can live there too,” promised Henry. “I wouldn’t dream of doing anything that would compromise your virtue.” Eileen rolled her eyes and Henry grinned. “That’s Thomas’s job.”

Eileen hit Henry with a well-aimed fist to his shoulder, even as George favoured both Thomas and Henry with a glare. “We’ll have our own apartment, thank you,” he said. “I can get work in the Street of the Smiths for the winter, no doubt, and in the spring we can head home.”

“You can head home,” said Henry. “I think Eileen should stay.”

“Me, too,” said Thomas.

“Oh, what a surprise, that,” muttered George. “Why should she stay? What’s here for her aside from you?”

“Well,” said Henry. “We were thinking—and by we I mean all of us.” He gestured behind them and Eileen turned. All sixteen remaining students had come up on deck, and were watching her.

“All of you thinking at once?” Eileen said looking at the crowd of grinning young men. “Is that what that smell of smoke was this morning?”

“Now don’t be mean,” warned Henry. “Or I shan’t tell you anything.”

“Tell me or I’ll hit you again,” said Eileen.

“She is so uncivilized,” Henry said to Thomas. “Do you really think she’d make a student?”

“Look at us,” said Thomas. “She’ll fit right in.”

“I can’t be a student,” said Eileen, anger and weariness together in her voice. “I’m a girl. And before you say otherwise, I’ll not be ‘Alex’ for the rest of my days, either. I’m tired of him.”

“We weren’t thinking that,” said Thomas. “We were thinking that there’s no real reason why girls can’t be students.”

“I’m sure there are rules against it,” said Eileen.

“Aye, there are,” said Marcus. “And we’re going to challenge them. For you.” He looked at the others. “Right?”

All sixteen cheered.

Eileen looked from the crowd of students to Thomas. Her eyes gleamed and for the first time in weeks he saw her face light up. “Do you think that you can do it? That I could…”

“Aye,” said Thomas. “I think it will take some work, but we can do it.”

“Oh, Thomas!” She wrapped her arms tight around him and squeezed him hard. He squeezed back.

“How come he gets the hug?” Henry said to no one in particular. “It was my idea.”

“Liar,” said Thomas, even as Eileen let go of him and hugged Henry, too. Henry froze in shock for a moment, then wrapped his arms around her and hugged her back, squeezing hard. When she stepped back, he smiled. “This isn’t going to stop me making comments, you know.”

“Nor will it stop me hitting you,” said Eileen, smiling sweetly and curtseying. “But thank you anyway.”

“You’re welcome,” said Henry, meaning it. Eileen leaned up and kissed his cheek, then returned to the circle of Thomas’s arms. Thomas turned his eyes to the shore, watching the waves crashing against the sea wall around Hawksmouth’s harbour. With luck, they’d be dining in the Broken Quill that night.

A thought struck him. “By the way,” he said. “Do you think we’re still wanted for witchcraft?”
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