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Part I - The Days of Innocence


Chapter 1


It all started on the night of the Raven Moon.

I cracked open the door, looked outside, and frowned. It got dark so miserably early in January. Flurries danced in the last of the day’s fading light, and an icy breeze stung my cheek. “It’s starting to snow, Ma,” I called over my shoulder.

“Of course it’s starting to snow,” Ma replied from the warm interior of our cottage. “Surely you’re not surprised at that, Brian?”

“No,” I said. “But…it sure does seem to be picking up.” My eight year old mind searched for an argument that would allow me to stay home.

Ma chuckled softly in reply, and I heard the shuffle of her feet as she approached me. “Well, now,” she said. She placed her hand on my shoulder. It was swollen and stained with ink from her day’s labor, but it was gentle and loving all the same. “Do you reckon those who live in the castle will be glad to be without clean towels and bedclothes and sheets? You know, on account of the snow?”

“Well,” I replied.

“Off with you. Sooner started, sooner finished. You’ll have a laugh with Old Davy, and you’ll be home by nine o’ the clock, same as always.”

I sighed. “All right, Ma. So long.” I started to trudge off towards the castle.

Ma was right about having a laugh with Old Davy, but wrong about when I would return.

From my dooryard, I could just see the torches that flanked the Servant’s Gate as points of light against the endless gray of the castle’s east wall. I pulled my collar up closer to my ears and started my quarter hour journey. The bright full moon seemed to hang suspended directly above the castle, and it was easy to see the way. Some villagers seemed to find the Raven Moon frightening, or at least unlucky, but I didn’t know why. It was just a full moon in January. It seemed to me that grown ups could find omens, both good and bad, in the oddest places.

The snowflakes became larger and wetter. They started to batter my face, and I lowered my head and squinted in self defense. I picked up my pace and forged ahead.

I reached the narrow footbridge over the castle moat. Two men-at-arms flanked the gate and stood at attention in coats much longer and heavier than mine. They watched the darkness and paid me little attention as I slipped between them and inside the walls.

The castle’s interior was not much warmer than its exterior, but the wind was gone and I let out a small sigh of relief. I shook my head to clear away some of the snow that had accumulated in my hair, stomped more from my boots, and started to navigate a familiar series of lefts and rights that led to the linen room where the washers brought laundry after it had been scrubbed and dried. Old Davy spotted me as soon as I entered.

“Brian, my lad,” he said. Old Davy had run the linen room since before anyone could remember, and he was friendly to all who worked hard. He was very animated, and he spoke quickly before I could return his greeting.

“Now listen close. Forget your normal rounds for now and let’s load you up with all the towels you can carry. The king’s cousin has just arrived, and Lord help me but she’ll want to bathe straightaway and dry herself with enough towels to last you ‘n me a year.”

He widened his eyes and puffed out his cheeks in mock exasperation. I laughed aloud. “Now wash those hands lest you leave a mark on the towels.” I cleaned my hands in a bucket of soapy water set aside for the purpose and dried them carefully.

Old Davy nodded, rose from his stool, and shuffled to a shelf stacked high with clean sheets and pillowcases and towels. I followed him. I held my arms out and he began piling on some of the neatly folded towels. They were clean and white and each was hand embroidered with the royal crest. Old Davy created a tower of four and then six of them on my arms. I thought of the threadbare towel that had served me after my weekly bath for most of my life, and I wondered what purpose six might serve.

Old Davy hesitated, scratched his chin, and muttered “better safe than sorry.” He added two more to the pile. I could still see over the top of the stack, but just barely.

“Now make haste, young Brian, and no dilly-dally. Get ‘em all to the Clan Suite’s washroom quick as you can.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied. My words were somewhat muffled by towels in front of my mouth.

“That’s a good lad.”

The Clan Suite sat high in the castle’s west wing, and it served as something of a buffer between the royal family’s private quarters and the rest of the castle. It was used to house visitors much less frequently than other guest quarters, and only when the king received one of the few living members of his extended family.

As I neared my destination, the hallways changed. They became much brighter as occasional torches became regularly spaced gas lamps. The air grew warmer. A rich purple carpet cut a path down the center of each corridor. And security increased.

At least one guard stood aside each archway I passed through, and most wore the red armband of the King’s Constabulary. Unlike the men-at-arms at the Servant’s Gate, these sentries looked me over very closely. It was not unheard of for the Society to use children as spies, and my small stature did not win me free passage. Still, I had worked in the castle from the age of six, and I was known to the guards I passed; none stopped me or asked to see my paper sealed with Old Davy’s mark.

I turned a final corner and entered a wide hallway. The door to the Clan Suite stood ahead and to my right. The large double doors straight ahead marked the entrance to the royal family’s private rooms.

I could see right away that something was amiss.

The double doors at the end of the hall stood wide open. Instead of four constables standing at attention aside the doors, I saw only one, and he was pacing about with uncharacteristic uncertainty. Voices in the distance echoed off the walls. I couldn’t make out any words, but the inflection in them carried an unmistakable hint of alarm.

I surveyed the scene from behind my stack of towels and fought the urge to flee. I had no desire to be near the royal family even under normal circumstances, and I certainly didn’t want to be in the middle of any kind of royal difficulty.

But still, I imagined Old Davy’s reaction if I returned without making my delivery. “What do you mean you haven’t dropped off the towels yet!” he would say. “Deliver them right now or you’ll get half wages this fortnight!”

That decided me – the fact that Old Davy docked wages when his instructions weren’t followed exactly. I only earned three marks for every two weeks of work, and Ma and I needed every copper. We had been receiving a small Rangers’ pension since my father died, and Ma earned wages copying manuscripts for the Archives, but those things always seemed not quite able to pay for our living. I set my shoulders and made for the door to the Clan Suite, hoping to escape everyone’s notice.

I almost made it.

“YOU!” a deep voice shouted from far down the hall. I stopped in my tracks. For a half second, I hoped against hope that the voice had called to someone else. It hadn’t. “Towel boy!” A constable pointed straight at me. “Bring ‘em here, NOW!”

I got my feet moving in the direction of the commotion. I walked, jogged, and finally ran. “Take those in there! Hurry, boy!” the constable commanded. He pointed to the princess’ private room.

The scene inside the bedchamber was chaotic.

The King paced in a circle, and an old doctor spoke quickly to him. “We must give her a potion, Your Majesty, and she – cough! - must be covered in blankets before a roaring fire so that she may sweat out the toxins.”

“NO!” the princess shrieked. “Father!! It hurts!”

The king knelt and joined the queen at his daughter’s side. The princess’ blonde hair stuck out wildly, and her muscles were all tensed in pain. She was a year older than I, but she seemed very small to me as she twisted about in apparent agony.

The doctor continued, “If we attach leeches at the – cough! – at the site of the pain, they will also serve to purge the princess’ body of the noxious elements that...” A clear and commanding voice cut off the doctor’s recommendations.

“There will be neither potions nor leeches,” it said flatly. I turned my attention to the new speaker who stood and worked at a table at the back of the chamber. I saw a tall man with distinctive shoulder length white hair. It was Maestro. There was no more intimidating figure in the kingdom in my opinion, not even the king. My friends told stories about the reclusive figure with some frequency. I had heard him named conjurer, alchemist, wizard, and sage. Some said he had stopped aging, others that he had fabulous wealth that exceeded even that of the royal family. Few seemed to think of him as evil, but all found him a mysterious figure and eyed him with suspicion, or at least with apprehension. I had seen him from afar, but I had never been close to him.

He certainly seemed to have the king’s attention. “Perhaps Maestro is correct,” he said.

The doctor’s coughs now became nervous, more frequent, and louder. “Very well – cough! – very well, then - cough! - we will perform the proceed - Cough! hmm - procedure together.”

Maestro continued at his task. He seemed to be arranging items on a metal tray. I heard small clangs and clanks. “Your illness will not help our cause, doctor,” he said with authority.

“How do you – cough! – do you mean?”

“It will be better if you are not present during the operation.”

“Outrageous! I am the chief physician of – cough! – of the Realm and I demand that...”

“Go,” the king said to the doctor with a note of finality.

The doctor stared in disbelief, and if anyone but the king had tried to dismiss him, I believe he would have yelled until he was blue in the face. But the doctor, through gritted teeth, said only, “As Your Majesty wishes.” He shot a piercing stare at Maestro’s back as he exited the room.

The princess cried out again, and the king cradled her head in one hand. He placed his other hand over his mouth and knitted his brows in deep concern. I had seen the same sort of expression on Ma’s face once when I lay sick with a fever.

Maestro finished his sorting and turned around. His features were sharp but regular. Grey and white hair battled for dominance in his eyebrows and moustaches.

I found his eyes remarkable. They were an unusual shade of blue – nearly violet – and they demanded attention. They were focused, intense, and left no doubt about the identity of the person in command of the room. “I require an assistant,” he said. “Jack is travelling in the western lands.” He then observed each person in the room for a brief moment: the king, several constables, and for only the briefest instant, myself. After he had surveyed everyone, he frowned.

The princess moaned loudly, turned to the side, and vomited on the floor. The queen cried out. “Maestro,” the king said nervously.

“Gather here, quickly, constables.” The men formed a rough semi-circle around Maestro. “Present your hands.” They looked at one another, then complied. Some had to balance a pike on one shoulder to hold out both hands at once. Maestro’s frown deepened. His attention returned to me, this time for more than a brief moment.

“Boy, come here,” he said. I did as Maestro commanded. He took the stack of towels from me. “Your hands,” he said. I held them out slowly. “Turn them over,” he said, and I did. Maestro grunted and gave the pile of towels to a constable.

He took his metal tray and thrust it into my hands. It held an astonishing variety of instruments that looked fit for cutting, piercing, and pinching. “Stand clear of me but within easy reach at all times,” he said. “Hand me the tools as I ask for them, and,” he raised a finger for emphasis, “above all, keep everything absolutely clean. Grab the tools by the handles only, and do not sneeze on them or cough on them or allow anyone else to do so. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Good. Let’s begin.”

Maestro approached the princess, pulled a small silver vial from a pocket of his robe, and addressed the king. “Your Majesty, it will be necessary for the princess to sleep during this procedure. If she is awake and thrashing about, she may do herself great harm.”

“Yes, yes, whatever is required,” the king replied.

Maestro pulled a tiny cork from his silver vial and held it beneath the princess’ nose. “Inhale deeply, Your Highness, so that I may put an end to your illness.” The princess eyed him suspiciously.

“Do as he asks, darling,” said the queen.

The princess breathed in sharply through her nose. “Stings,” she said. Almost immediately, her eyelids began to flutter. Her eyes rolled to strange and mismatched angles, her eyelids closed, and she began to breathe deeply and regularly.

The queen looked quite distressed, but Maestro reassured her, saying, “The effects will wear off in a few hours’ time and she will awaken.” The queen nodded and smoothed her daughter’s hair.

“Bring the towels here and place them within the boy’s reach,” he said to the constable who still held the stack. The man hurried over and placed them on a small bedside table.

“We will use these as well,” Maestro said to me. “You are Ranger Stone’s boy?”
“Yes, sir.” I was surprised that he knew anything about me, but only a little bit. I have mismatched eyes - one blue and one brown - and it seems everyone knows me from that, if from nothing else.

“Your father was a good man. He once assisted some friends of mine.”

Maestro turned his attention to the princess and studied her abdomen. After a minutes’ consideration, he said to me, “The thin silver blade, if you please.” I handed him the instrument he had requested. The king groaned and took the queen’s hand. Maestro calmly said, “Your Majesties may prefer to wait in a nearby room. Persons who are unfamiliar with surgery are sometimes...alarmed by it.”

I was certainly alarmed by it! I was also flabbergasted that Maestro had made a suggestion that the king or queen should do anything at all. It seemed madness to try to direct their movements. I expected Maestro to be arrested, or at least screamed at, but to my amazement, the king led the queen from the room. I would have been scarcely more surprised to happen upon an animal speaking English.

Maestro held his blade above the princess’ abdomen and traced a line in the air. Then, lowering the blade, he guided it across her skin. A thin line of red blood welled up from the incision.

“Hand me a small clamp boy,” Maestro said. I shook off my scattered thoughts and looked over the articles on my tray. One type seemed more likely to be a small clamp than the others. I grabbed one of them, placed it in Maestro’s hand, and waited for him to strike me for giving him the wrong item. He accepted it with a grunt and continued with his work.

I couldn’t see much of Maestro’s activities from my position behind him. He was clearly cutting into the princess. He regularly asked me for instruments and towels, and the used towels he cast aside were stained with blood. “Mmm…I do wish Jack were here to better control this blood loss,” he said quietly to himself at one point.

After a time, he said, “Give me a clean blade, boy.” I did. A moment later, a constable who had a clearer view of the surgery than I did blanched, looked very queasy, and left the room in a hurry.

Maestro spoke again. “Hand me a large clamp.” I did, and he resumed speaking. “Now, this is important, boy. Hold a towel wide and catch what I hand back, then tie the corners of the towel together. And keep track of it! I will want to study it in my laboratory. Ready?”

I spread a towel between my hands. “Yes, sir.” He handed back a bloody and irregularly shaped lump of meat. It looked inflated, almost like a disgusting variety of carnival balloon made of flesh. I wrapped it carefully and placed it on the ground well away from Maestro.

To this day, I’m not sure what prompted my next action. I did something that would have been absolutely unthinkable even an hour before. I asked Maestro a question. “Was that her appendix?”

Maestro did not reply at first, and I worried that I had made an inexcusable blunder. But then he did answer, and when he spoke, he sounded amused. “Yes, it was. How do you know of such things?”

“I’m...I don’t know. I guessed,” I answered honestly. A man in the village had died the year before, and I had heard Ma talking to a neighbor about his severe stomach pains before his death, and wondering about his appendix.

“You guessed correctly,” Maestro said. “What did you think of it, boy?”

“I...think it really needed to come out.”

Maestro laughed out loud. “Indeed, it did! And tell me, boy, what do you imagine would have happened if it had not come out?”

I thought of the unsightly bulges that seemed to be under pressure. “I think it might have...” I searched for the right word. “Popped?”

“Mmm. And what effect might that have had on the princess?”

I thought right away of the scar on my foot. I had cut it as a small child while playing barefoot, and I had run around in the mud for hours before returning home. The cut had grown nasty, and had oozed blood and pus before Ma had discovered it and healed it with a foul smelling goop made of herbs of some kind. Ma had called it an infection. “She might have had an infection. Inside her body. Where...herbs can’t reach.”

Maestro stopped his motions and looked over his shoulder at me. He seemed to be sizing me up. “Just so,” he said, nodding. I thought I saw approval in his eyes. “Very good.” He returned to his work and we both fell silent for a while. After a few minutes, he asked, “Can you thread a needle, boy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do it, if you please.” I threaded a needle and handed it to him.

“Do you know what the needle is for?”

“To...sew the princess together again?” I asked.

“Right again. Put down your tray and come see.”

I carefully placed the tray of instruments on a table near the towel that contained the princess’ appendix. I returned to Maestro and took up a place at his side. He proceeded to use the threaded needle to sew the gash in the princess’ abdomen closed. He worked carefully but without hesitation as he pierced her skin repeatedly with the needle. “Does this make you squeamish, boy?”

“No, sir,” I replied. I spoke the truth; it didn’t bother me at all. It wasn’t all that different from watching Ma stitch up a hole in a sock or a sweater.

After many passes, Maestro seemed satisfied that the wound was closed and he tied off the end of the thread. “Fetch me a pair of scissors,” he said. I did as he asked. He snipped off the end of the thread and looked over his work a final time. He then covered the princess with a thick blanket. To a constable, he said, “Tell the king and queen that the surgery is finished.” He stood by the bedside and waited, watching his patient’s slow and regular breathing.

Soon, the queen rushed into the room, followed by the king. “How is she?!” the queen demanded.

“Resting comfortably, Your Majesty,” Maestro replied.

“And, she is...” the king began.

“Doing just fine. The procedure was a complete success, and she will fully recover with no ill effects.”

The king closed his eyes and pressed a fist to his forehead. The queen covered her nose and mouth with her hands and sobbed. They nearly collapsed into one another and embraced. Maestro backed away, giving them a small measure of privacy.

He approached me, leaned down, and asked softly, “Do you know my laboratory, boy?”

I nodded, and he nodded in reply. He rose, and as the king and queen quivered with relief, he retrieved the towel containing the appendix.

To the king, he said, “If it please Your Majesty, this lad will stand watch through the night and report to me in my laboratory every two hours. He will update me on the princess’ condition, and,” he said, turning his attention to me, “bring a mug of hot tea…with lemon…to me each time he does. And a constable should go and inform his mother where he is and what he will be doing.” I was startled at this turn of events, but relieved that I at least knew the location of the tea in the castle kitchens.

The king waved a heavily decorated hand, and the rings that signified his position sparkled. “Of course,” he said. “In truth, Maestro, at the moment I find myself agreeable to any desire you may have.”

The king started to move to shake Maestro’s hand, but he hesitated when he saw the blood that covered it. He grasped his shoulder warmly instead. “Thank you, Maestro,” he said. He glanced in my direction and asked in a quieter voice, “Who is the lad?”

Maestro looked me directly in the eye as he responded. “He is my new assistant, Your Majesty.”

And that was that.

My name is Brian Stone.

This is my story.


Chapter 2

Five years later, when I was thirteen years old, I stood atop the old stone tower and raised a tattered yellow flag above my head. Not yet.

I watched the small figure in the distance. It was Jack, who was by far the more senior of Maestro’s two assistants. He stood far below me and about a mile away beside an old flagpole. Squinting, I could just perceive a small speck of yellow when he raised his own flag. Message received.

I tarried for a few moments and took in the miles of countryside that stretched all around me. Farms and cottages, smithies and stables, armories and taverns, the village and the Merchant’s Quarter, I saw them all at a glance. A warm breeze blew through my hair, and my thoughts drifted, but not for long.

It was the summer solstice, and a daydream simply wouldn’t do. Maestro had me conduct experiments all the year round, but I was especially busy on equinox and solstice days. He contrived the most unusual tests, and I spent endless hours balancing eggs, observing stars, gauging temperatures, surveying the behavior of animals, and measuring shadows. And recording numbers, always numbers. Maestro speaks many languages, but his favorite is mathematics.

The experiment on this solstice was one of my own design. If I did not complete it, I would have to wait for a year for another attempt. With a sigh, I turned my back on the majestic view and retreated to the interior of the tower.

I waited for a moment as my eyes adjusted to the relative gloom. When I could see more clearly, I approached the central stairwell. I descended a few of the many steps, grasped the wooden handrail, and peered straight down. Far below, the tower pendulum’s weighted bob swept slowly from left to right, paused, and reversed its course. The circle of markers that described the limits of the pendulum’s motion had not changed. Twenty-three of the rectangular chips that were set on end each day in the early afternoon had been knocked over. The remaining one, a slightly oversized orange marker, remained upright. The pendulum swung tantalizingly close to it with each pass. It was almost exactly midday.

I gazed down and let my thoughts drift. After a short time, I heard a small clap from far below, wood on stone. The pendulum had felled the orange marker. I turned and bounded up the steps and through the archway. Back outside, I grabbed for my red flag and waved it overhead. Midday! Midday!

Jack raised his flag in a brief salute and then crouched immediately at the base of the flagpole. I imagined him taking precise measurements with his yardstick. I wished that I were close enough to see and hear his enthusiasm, and I couldn’t help but smile. I turned, passed back through the archway, and descended the steps all the way down to the ground. When I emerged from the tower, I broke into a jog and hurried to Jack.

When I reached him, Jack handed me a sheet of paper with a few numbers recorded at the top and said, “I checked the measurements twice. Good luck.” He walked over to a fallen log where Maestro sat sipping tea. He had cast his cloak aside on the warm afternoon, and his long white hair blew about in the breeze. His shirt and trousers were stained with ink and with the ghosts of misadventures he’d had while experimenting with the elements in the laboratory. Here a smudge, there a scorch mark. Here an odd discoloration, there a powdery residue. The washers had plenty to tsk about on the rare occasions when Maestro remembered to have his garments cleaned.

I got to work.

My latest assignment tasked me with devising an experiment that would confirm that the circumference of the Earth was 25,000 miles. The Archives had two different volumes that listed it as such, but Maestro was never satisfied with anything unconfirmed. “What if the record is incorrect? We cannot use information to make progress unless we can confirm it for ourselves,” he had said to me on more than one occasion.

For assignments like this, Maestro wanted for information unrelated to an idea to be used to confirm the idea or the topic of the assignment. He was happy when things could be assembled in such a way that they told a consistent story.

I set my paper on a tree stump and began to work through my calculations. From volumes in the Archives, I knew that on the summer solstice, the sun stood directly overhead at noon along the Tropic of Cancer, and I knew the latitude of that imaginary line. I also knew the latitude of our City in the heart of the Realm. From earlier, I had a precise measurement of the height of the flagpole that stood nearby. And from Jack, I had a measurement of the length of its shadow at high noon.

The calculation didn’t take very long to complete. I actually spent about as much time converting feet and inches into miles. I wrote neatly so that Maestro could check my work. When I completed my figuring, I boxed in my final answer: 24,885 miles. I stood and took my paper over to Maestro. Jack peered over his shoulder and looked at my work as well, and he gave me a wink before Maestro made any response.

“Hmm…” my master said. “A difference of less than one percent…less than one half of one percent, actually…yes…well designed and well executed. Very good, Brian. An ‘A’ for you.”

I smiled in relief. I hadn’t been sure if it would work out.

Maestro stood and handed the paper back to me. “Let us go,” he said. “We have much yet to do this day.” Without another word, he and Jack started for the laboratory. I gathered up the yardstick and my quill and ink bottle and fell in alongside them. Maestro had follow up questions for me, as he often did after I completed my assignments.

“How large is your mother’s vegetable garden, Brian?” he asked.

“A quarter of an acre, same as everyone’s,” I replied.

“Um hmm, and how many acres to a square mile?”

“One thousand and…no, no, six hundred forty.”

“Correct. And so,” he said, “how many vegetable gardens could you squeeze onto the planet? Assuming that our world’s surface is one third land and two thirds ocean?”

Maestro stopped walking, and I knew that we would go no further until I produced the correct answer. So, I sat cross legged upon the ground and began to dutifully make the calculations. I placed the yardstick across my lap and used it as a narrow writing surface.

“So,” I said, starting my work. “If the Earth has a circumference of 25,000 miles…”

“Use your own figure. Trust it more than what you have found elsewhere,” Maestro instructed me.

“If the Earth has a circumference of 24,885 miles, then it has a radius…and a surface area… about 200 million square miles.”

“Good, good,” Maestro encouraged.

“So if two thirds of that is water then the land covers…times 640 acres per square mile…times 4…so about…what comes after millions? Billions?”

“Billions,” Maestro confirmed.

“A hundred and sixty five. Billion? Vegetable gardens?”

“Just so,” Maestro said, patting my shoulder. “Very good.” I rose to my feet and we continued walking.

Maestro asked, “Can you imagine one hundred and sixty five billion vegetable gardens, Brian?”

Of course I could not. I had never seen more than a few thousand of anything. “No,” I replied. “Can you?”

Maestro laughed heartily. “Not remotely! But it is an interestingly large number, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I suppose so,” I agreed.

Jack said, “Well, my uncle Leo would like the thought of it. Do you know he spent my childhood farming on about one total acre that was spread out under three domes?”

I wasn’t sure how domes came into anything, so I asked, “What did he grow?”

“Strawberries, mostly. And flowers. Banner’s mom loved those most of all.”

He mentioned Banner fairly often, and I gathered that he and Jack were old friends. But any time I asked about Banner, Jack would say something vague about a long journey and how he’d be back one day and then get quiet.

We arrived back at the laboratory. A visitor dressed in a bright patchwork cloak waited for us on a bench near the front door. “Maestro!” cried the peddler with great enthusiasm as he saw us approach. His face was heavily lined and he seemed to weigh at least half again as much as my master. I had met him before a few times.

“Well, well. Dorian!” Maestro said. I had a hard time reading his expression – he seemed both pleased and displeased. Maestro always seemed both pleased and displeased to see this particular visitor.

The peddler doffed his green hat and gave an odd sort of bow. “At your service!”

Maestro shook his hand. “It has been a long time. Come in. Tell me of your travels.”

We entered the laboratory. Jack disappeared into the cellar where he did all of his experiments. The peddler began to talk. He spoke rapidly and with a rhythm that always reminded me of the one used by fruit sellers in the marketplace.

“I have travelled far – far! – since we last met, my friend and patron,” he began. I have seen many wonders, and more importantly, I have acquired many items which may be of interest to you. Bits of tek - some almost operational! And scraps of lore. Why, I have a complete volume acquired at great cost – great! – from an old woman who lives among the Canyon People. Here! I’ll show that to you first.” He placed his large shoulder bag on the floor and began to rummage through it.

“Here!” he exclaimed when he found it. “I have read it myself, on my long journey here. It is a fine tale of adventure and exploration and a great balloon that transports men through the skies. It will no doubt be of interest to you. I can let you have it for fifty marks.”

Dorian handed Maestro a tattered old book. Its cover was ragged but was nearly intact. Complete books from before the Kinetic War were unusual, and I wondered what price Maestro might offer for it. I could just make out the title on the cover. It was Around the World in Eighty Days. The author’s name was even harder to see, but it looked like it read “Verne”.

Maestro took the book and smiled. “This book is in remarkable condition, but I’m afraid it’s not the kind of thing I can pay such a handsome price for.”

“It is a book of science! Of navigational genius!”

“It is an entertainment. A story. Valuable in its own right, but not nearly as useful to me as a book of chemistry, or geography, or history. You might command a higher price from someone in the castle.” The peddler looked disappointed, but only for a moment.

“Ah, yes, perhaps you are correct, but I have other wonders to show you!” He began once again to rummage in his sack. He produced a variety of baubles, ancient coins, and tonics. “Guaranteed to turn your white hair dark again!” he said of one bottled item. Maestro politely declined to purchase most of what he was shown, but he did agree to buy a lightly used screwdriver.

The peddler tried and failed to sell a few more items, and he seemed to be nearing the bottom of his bag when he gave Maestro a grin. “I have coffee,” he said.

Maestro began to laugh. “Come now! You insult me, with your burned and ground up corn husks.”

“Not grounds,” Dorian interrupted. “Whole coffee beans. They’ve even been roasted.”

“Unlikely.”

Dorian reached into his bag and drew out a medium sized burlap sack. He untied a length of twine that held its neck closed and carefully opened it. I could not see its contents, but a most appealing smell emanated from it and out into the room.

Maestro’s mouth fell open. I had seldom seen such a look of frank astonishment on his face. “Where...did you acquire these?”

Dorian’s smugness returned. “As I said, I have traveled far this time. But if you must know, I acquired them in the Republic.”

Only the royal larder had a reliable supply of coffee. I knew it came from another trader who came from beyond the Great River and who acquired it from the Dixies.

Maestro dug his hand into the burlap sack and sifted the brown beans through his fingers.

“Interested, then?” Dorian asked.

“Indeed I am. How much?” Maestro replied.

“I could let you have a pound, for, ah, let’s see...” Dorian proceeded to quote a price so high that I expected Maestro to expel him from the laboratory. But instead, he calmly said, “Brian, bring me my purse.” I did as Maestro asked and handed him the purse. He began to count coins from it into one of his hands.

“Mind if I use the scale?” Dorian asked.

“Please do,” Maestro said.

Dorian poured a measure of coffee beans into a container atop the scale, paused, and added a few more for good measure. “One pound.”

“So it is.” Maestro poured his handful of coins – mostly silver marks but a fat gold crown in the middle of the pile as well – into Dorian’s outstretched hand. Both men grinned as if he thought he had gotten the better of the other.

“Thank you, Dorian.”

“You are more than welcome, old friend.”

“If you can’t find a buyer for the book, stop back on your way out. I might be inclined to give you something for it.”

“I will. Pleasure doing business with you as always, Maestro.”

Maestro picked up the container that held the coffee beans. “The pleasure is mine,” he said.


Chapter 3 

One day a few weeks later, I arrived at the laboratory after breakfast expecting to conduct experiments on the nature of oxygen, but I found Maestro dressed formally and in the process of leaving.

“Good morning, Maestro,” I said.

“Oh, hello. Hello, Brian,” he replied, distracted. He riffled through a stack of papers, frowned, and scanned his work table. “Ah!” He exclaimed as he located a thin folder. He slipped the folder into a leather satchel and snapped it closed. “I’m sorry, Brian, but the king requires my attendance.” He shrugged his shoulders as he tried to settle into his cloak and headed for the door. “Spend the morning studying in the Archives. I’ll find you around midday. I hope.” He opened the door and headed out and towards the castle.

“What shall I study?” I called out after him.

He didn’t reply for several strides, and I wondered if he had heard me. I was about to hurry after him when he replied, “Physics! We’ll test the new trebuchets soon. Get the book by Myerson and work through the chapter on trajectories!”

“OK,” I called out, but Maestro’s mind was apparently on his appointment with the king and he paid me no further attention. I sighed. My morning in the interesting laboratory had turned into something far less exciting. I glanced at the fireplace, and I was glad to see Maestro’s kettle suspended on a rod above it. I used the steaming water to make a large mug of strong tea. I clanged the spout on the mug while I was pouring, but I didn’t break anything.

“Start steeping one for me as well, would you?” called a voice from down in the cellar.

“OK, Jack,” I said. I made a second cup and replaced the kettle on the rod above the fire. I sat on a stool and waited for my tea to cool. When it had become just cool enough to drink, Jack came up the cellar stairs and joined me.

He wore a bloodied apron as he usually did when he worked downstairs. He performed procedures in the cellar on wounded animals, and he was always trying to find better ways to close their wounds and prevent blood loss. Everyone in the City knew any animal that had been bitten or impaled or otherwise injured but which was not dead yet would bring a silver mark if delivered to Jack while it was still alive.

Maestro thought a great deal of Jack’s work. He credited it with saving many lives. He said that many wounds suffered by soldiers and Rangers and others that would have once been fatal were now survivable because he and Jack knew a great deal about how to control blood loss during operations.

Jack scrubbed his hands at a sink, hung up his apron, and sat down across from me. I wasn’t exactly sure how old he was, but it seemed to me like he was about thirty. He was old to be unmarried, but that was his business.

“I didn’t know you were back from your travels,” I said.

Jack sipped his tea and then said, “Just got back last night.”

Jack disappeared a few times a year, always for about a week. Usually he headed out on a beautiful tall quarter horse that he owned. Once in awhile, he left town riding an ugly swaybacked horse that had a mouthful of teeth it couldn’t quite close its mouth around. He always said he was going to the western lands to search for herbs, but he didn’t ever seem to come back with much of anything.

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. I got a big bagful.” Of what, he didn’t say. “Are you in the lab today?”

“Nope,” I said. “I’ve been ordered to the Archives.”

“Ah. Well, there are worse ways to pass a morning.” He finished his tea. “I’ve got a piglet downstairs who ran himself through with a spike somehow, but I think he’s going to pull through.”

“That’s good. I guess,” I said.

“You guess?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, it’s great if you’re learning things that will help people, that’s for sure. But as far as the piglet goes, I mean…isn’t he just going to end up being bacon in a year or two anyway?”

Jack laughed at that. “Nope,” he said. “Any creatures that pull through after a visit to Jack the Veterinarian get to go live out in the forest with Maggie Snow. She looks after them.”

“Ah.” She was a strange recluse, that one. I had only seen her a handful of times, and I had never spoken to her.

He started back for the stairs to the cellar and grabbed his apron on the way. “What will you be studying today?”

“Ah…physics.”

“I liked physics at school when I was your age. And that stuff turns out to be more useful than you think, sometimes.”

Jack had never talked much about himself as a younger person. “Where did you go to school, Jack?”

He stopped at the top of the stairs and got a faraway look in his eye. “A long way from here, kid. A long way from here.” He shook his head a little bit and then descended the stairs until he was out of sight.

I quickly made myself a second cup of tea and headed out of the laboratory. It took about ten minutes to get from the laboratory’s door to the very heavy oak door that was the Archives’ main entrance. I drank my tea until the cup was again empty, and then I pulled at the door. It creaked on its iron hinges and seemed reluctant to open.

“No beverages of any kind are permitted,” the Keeper of the Archives said immediately from his stool behind the front desk. He was always there, it seemed. He was a short and entirely bald old man, and he always wore the same rumpled grey suit. I wondered idly if he ever left the Archives.

“Yes, sir, I know. It’s, ah, it’s empty.” I shook my cup.

“Bring it to me,” the Keeper said. I complied; there would be no books from him until he was satisfied. The door closed behind me, and my eyes struggled to adjust to the dim light. The few dingy windows allowed little daylight to penetrate into the interior of the Archives. I walked past three rows of large tables – each lit by a single lantern – and offered my mug to the Keeper. He took it, opened one eye wide, and peered into it. His eye darted back and forth, and he searched all parts of the mug’s interior for long seconds.

A black cat lay sleeping atop the front desk. He stretched during the Keeper’s inspection and appeared to awaken. Green eyes examined me through half closed lids with slight interest.

I smiled. “Hi, Soot,” I whispered. The cat turned its back to me and went back to sleep.

“Here,” the Keeper said, returning my mug. “What do you require?”

For a moment I couldn’t recall the name of the volume that Maestro had recommended, and I felt a wave of panic rise as the Keeper stared at me impatiently. I felt angry at myself for being flustered by him. He seemed old enough to be Old Davy’s father, or at least his older brother, but his glare was intimidating all the same. Even Maestro often deferred to him.

“Well?” he demanded.

“Yes, sir. I am to study, ah,” and then, to my relief, the name came to me. “Myerson!” I said, a bit too loudly. One of Soot’s ears rotated in my direction. “On physics,” I added.

“Myerson cannot be removed from the Archives.”

“Yes, sir, I know. Maestro asked me to, that is, ah, I plan to study it here. At the tables.”

The Keeper frowned. “I see.” He made no move to retrieve the book.

A bead of sweat formed at my brow and began to trickle down my forehead. I tried to think of a plan that would allow me to leave the building. My thoughts drifted through incomplete scenarios: an invented injury or sickness of some kind, or an imaginary forgotten item, perhaps. I had created most of a somewhat plausible story about needing to check on an experiment back at the laboratory when the Keeper, without a word, slid from his stool and disappeared into the stacks through a narrow doorway behind the front desk. I exhaled in relief.

Within seconds, an enormous Great Dane appeared in the same doorway and sat down. “Hello, Lady,” I said quietly. The dog looked at me, but did not move from the doorway.

I had never been in the stacks, but I supposed that Lady lived in them somewhere. Whenever the Keeper left his stool, she always appeared to guard the entrance.

Soot stretched a second time and got to his feet. He walked over to me and presented his head. I obliged him and scratched behind his ears. “That’s a good cat,” I said. Soot began to purr, softly at first, and then louder. He flopped on his side and presented his belly. I reached to rub it, and Soot bit my hand.

“Ah!” I exclaimed, snatching my hand away. A tiny bead of blood welled from the side of my index finger. “You’re nuts!” I said to the cat.

“I beg your pardon?” said the Keeper sternly. I looked up and saw him standing in the doorway. Soot looked me in the eyes and then leapt from the front desk and disappeared into the stacks in two great bounds.

“Nothing, sir, nothing!” I stammered.

The Keeper mounted his stool. “Do not agitate my animals, boy,” he said.

“Of course I will, sir. Or, will not. Try to agitate them.” I swallowed.

The Keeper smacked his lips and looked very disappointed. “Here is the Myerson,” he said, offering me the book at last. “You will make every effort to keep the volume in good condition.”

“Yes, sir.”

He seemed satisfied and turned his attention to another book he had retrieved from the stacks. I took the physics text to the table furthest from the front desk. I pulled the table’s oil lamp close to me, opened the book, and found the chapter on trajectories.

“When calculating the expected distance that projectile P shall travel when launched with velocity V and at angle A, one must bear foremost in mind the constant pull of gravity G upon projectile P,” Myerson wrote.

I started to study an illustration that identified the several variables. I was beginning to make sense of it when something bumped my shin. I looked down and saw Soot. He pulled his head back and bumped it into my shin again. “Crazy,” I whispered down to him. He flopped atop my foot and began to purr loudly.

I tried to move my foot out from under Soot. He raised his upper lip and showed me a single tooth at the same time that he stretched forth a paw and extended several claws from it. I looked at the cut on my finger and decided that remaining motionless was my best course of action. And so, with my foot trapped at a somewhat uncomfortable angle, I returned to Myerson.


Chapter 4

A few days later, Maestro and I collected our most recent invention and headed for the castle. A constable ushered us into the throne room and motioned for us to stand against a wall and wait. The king sat on his throne and listened to a peasant finish a complaint.

“’An’ ‘at’s why, Yer Majesty, I’ve come before ya today.”

The king rubbed at his chin and thought for a time before answering. Then he said, “It seems to me, Jonathan, that you have a valid complaint, assuming that all you have told me is true and accurate, and I am inclined to believe you. Therefore, my treasurer will reimburse you for the value of your lost beasts of burden.” He turned to address a scribe, “Amounts to be paid from the Rangers’ funds. Training is a necessity, but if a citizen’s property is lost during exercises, he must be compensated for it.” Returning his attention to the peasant, he added, “And the Crown will add ten percent for any inconvenience. It is so ordered.”

The peasant bowed nearly to the ground as he backed away from the king. “Thank you, Yer Majesty, blessin’s be upon ya.”

The king looked around the throne room. “It that the last of them?” he asked his clerk.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the clerk replied.

“Very good. In that case,” he said, his face brightening, “I should like to see what brings Maestro to the castle this day.” The guard stood aside, and Maestro and I approached the throne.

“Good day to you, Your Majesty,” Maestro said.

“An unscheduled appearance, Maestro! This can only mean that you have discovered something interesting!” The king then frowned a little bit and added, “Or are in need of additional funds to pursue discovering something interesting.”

“It is the former, Your Majesty.”

“Excellent!” The king clapped his hands together. “Sitting in judgment is often...tedious. I welcome something new. What have you? A concoction? A weapon? A discovery about the heavens?” He gestured to his clerk with a sweeping hand. “A cure for baldness, perhaps!” The hairless clerk frowned.

“None of those, I’m afraid.”

“Well?”

“Today, if it please Your Majesty, I would show you a device that my assistant and I have been working on.”

Maestro had taken an interest in curved lenses, and he believed he had a mathematical formula that could be applied to the shaping of lenses in a way that would improve poor eyesight. I had helped with the project, but I will admit that I was skeptical of the value of what we created. My vision was very sharp, and it seemed far worse when I peered through our various creations. I was somewhat surprised that Maestro was presenting an example of our work to the king.

“Alright,” the king said. “And you have the device with you?

“I have.”

“Well, let’s have a look at it, then.”

“Of course.” Maestro reached into his robe. He produced a pair of spectacles, unfolded them, and placed them upon his face. The king’s brow furrowed, and he leaned forward to examine them. He tilted his head to the left, and then to the right. “What...are they?” he asked. He sounded as if he were inquiring after an unfamiliar and unappetizing dish that had been served to him.

“Spectacles, Sire.”

“Spect...um...”

“Spectacles.”

“Spectacles,” the king repeated. “And they, protect your eyes from projectiles, do they?” He seemed unimpressed. The bald clerk rolled his eyes.

“Well, perhaps, Your Majesty, but that is not their main purpose. May I demonstrate?”

“Go ahead,” the king twirled one finger, seeming bored .

“Excellent. Brian?” I nodded to Maestro and began to stride away from the throne as he had instructed me to do before our arrival. At twenty paces, I turned to face the king and held a sign in front of my chest. It displayed a series of five shapes drawn an inch high with blue paint: circle, triangle, square, circle, hexagon.

“Your Majesty,” Maestro said, “please tell me the shapes that you see on young Brian’s sign.”

The king leaned forward on his throne and squinted. He turned to Maestro, and his tone grew icy. “What is the meaning of this?” I found myself wishing that we had selected a different way of revealing the function of our invention.

Maestro was unshaken. “Merely part of the demonstration, Sire. If you would tell me the five shapes that appear on the sign.”

“We will not,” snapped the king. He only used the royal “we” when he was angry. “Have you nothing better to do than waste Our time?”

The king obviously couldn’t discern the shapes.

“I would never waste your time, Sire. I will be gone from your presence immediately if you will but humor me and try on these spectacles.”

I am certain that if Maestro had not had a long history of proving himself useful to the king, he would have been expelled from the royal presence and possibly sent to the dungeon. But he had built up much of what he called capital with his past wonders, and the king indulged him.

He snatched the frames from Maestro’s hand and turned them about in front of his nose. “And I am to...”

“Place these pieces over your ears, Sire. And they rest on your nose, here.”

“Ridiculous,” muttered the king. He shifted the spectacles until they rested precariously on his face. “There. Are you well satisfied?” he asked Maestro.

“Nearly so, Your Majesty,” Maestro said. “If you will now just tell me the five shapes that appear on young Brian’s sign...”

“I TELL YOU I CANNOT READ THEM!” the king bellowed. To my horror, he rose from the throne and looked in my direction. “I will have you, and this boy, and your contraption, and your sign, placed...”

He stared at my sign and lost his train of thought. His mouth fell open. “Circle,” he said, his voice full of wonder. “Triangle. Square, circle, hexagon!” His face beamed once again, and he looked about the throne room. The spectacles appeared to be working, and I wondered what new details in the corners of the enormous room he could now perceive.

“MAESTRO!” the king shouted. He strode over and placed his arm around my master in a warm half embrace. “Come! I have many questions for you!” He began walking to the side of his throne, and he practically dragged Maestro along with him. They disappeared through an opening in a velvet curtain.

I remained standing in place. I had been neither invited to follow nor dismissed. I looked at a constable, hoping for help, but he had no advice for me.

I waited for a few minutes and then headed haltingly for the exit at the rear of the throne room. No one called out after me, so I picked up my pace and made my escape.

I had a couple of things to do back at the laboratory, but neither of them was very time consuming, so I decided to return by a roundabout path. I had heard that one of the shops in the Merchant’s Quarter had received a shipment of a kind of chocolate bar that I liked, and I decided to investigate.

The shop did in fact have them, and I bought two for half a silver mark. I put one of them into my pocket and unwrapped the other to eat as I walked.

The shadows cast by the shops were growing long and the light was starting to dim by the time I reached the last street in the Quarter, and not many people were out and about. I turned the corner and saw three older boys rolling dice up ahead. I pivoted to cross the street and hoped I could escape their notice, but it was too late for that.

“What have we here?” one of the boys asked. He wore a round hat that was none too clean and a striped sweater that was less clean than the hat. “It looks like the candy delivery boy.”

“Oh, boy,” I muttered under my breath.

“What was that?” the boy in the sweater asked as he approached me. His friends began to follow along behind. “I hope you were just saying that you have my delivery.”

I made a quick calculation and decided that I would try to buy my way out of trouble. I had been in fights before, and I had won some of them, but I couldn’t take on three adversaries who each outweighed me by twenty pounds. I produced my reserve candy bar from my pocket and I held it out with the half bar I already held in my hand. “Yes, that’s just what I was saying. And…here you are.”

The boy in the sweater closed the distance between us and snatched the bars from my hand. He looked them over. “Looks like you’ve got part of the order. But as you can see, there are three of us, and so we need three bars. You don’t want one of us to have to go without, do you?”

I had another mark in my pocket, but giving it up seemed much worse than parting with the chocolate. The chocolate was all mine, and if I didn’t eat it, I was the only one impacted. But I had planned to put the mark I still had in the jar on the mantlepiece when I got home. I still helped Ma pay our expenses, and I chipped in most of what I earned working for Maestro to help support both of us.

“Well, that’s all I’ve got,” I said.

“I’ll bet you’ve got the means to get more on you somewhere, though.” I expected that the boy would make more threats and play cat and mouse with me for awhile, but instead he pushed me to the ground. Before I knew it, one of his friends held each of my arms and he was straddling me and smacking me on the cheek with an open hand. “You will give us what you have or it will be torn from you!” he said in a quiet snarl.

I made a little moan, but I did not tell him that I would give him my money. I don’t think I had more pride than anyone else at that age, but such pride as I had wouldn’t let me hand over that mark which could buy Ma out of having to take on yet another extra project.

The boy in the dirty sweater pulled back a hand that was now balled into a fist, and I closed my eyes and braced for whatever impact might be coming. And then the boy was no longer straddling me and my arms were no longer held to the ground.

I opened my eyes, and I saw Jack. His right hand had a grip of iron around my attacker’s upper arm. Jack’s left arm cradled a rabbit with a bloody and badly infected leg injury. My attacker looked much less sure of himself than he had when he’d been preparing to punch me.

Jack was a completely normal guy in my experience, but that day he had wide eyes and he spoke in a wild manner. I think it was just for show. In point of fact, I think he was enjoying acting crazy and putting a scare into the boys who had been giving me trouble. “What…is…happening…here?!” he asked, emphasizing each word.

The boy in the sweater struggled but got absolutely nowhere. Jack was strong. “Just a misunderstanding is all and what is that?!” He had apparently just noticed the rabbit.

“This?” Jack said, holding the creature’s gory leg close to the boy’s face.

“AHH! Get it away from me!”

“This poor creature was caught in a trap, and I bought him so that I could operate on him,” Jack said matter-of-factly, as if everyone did the same thing on a regular basis. Jack tilted his head as if something had just occurred to him. “But now I don’t feel like operating on him. Now I feel like trading him. For maybe, one and a half chocolate bars. What do you say to that?”

“Give ‘em back the chocolate, Tommy!” one of the other boys said. The boy in the sweater retrieved my chocolate bars from his back pocket and offered them to Jack.

Jack let go of the boy and snatched the chocolate in one smooth motion, and all three boys took off running. “Wait!” Jack called out. “You forgot your rabbit!” The three boys turned a corner and were gone.

Jack handed me the chocolate. “Friends of yours?” he asked.

“Not so much,” I said.

“Well, let’s get back. This old rabbit will end up minus a leg, but I’m pretty sure I can save him. I could use your help.”

“Glad to, Jack,” I said.

In the last of the daylight, Jack and the rabbit and I made our way back to the laboratory.


Chapter 5

About a week later, Maestro sent me to deliver a letter to Alpha, the Primero of the Valkyries. He didn’t tell me what it was for; he only instructed me to hand deliver it.

The Valkyries were all women, and they were among the fiercest warriors in the Realm. Their history was complicated, and I didn’t know the half of it on the day I carried Maestro’s letter. I knew that their order had been named after an old government program from the years right before the Kinetic War, but by whom and for what reason I couldn’t say.

When I arrived at the entrance to the House of the Valkyries, the massive doors that allowed access through the perimeter wall stood open and I passed through them.

“I, ah, I have a letter for Alpha,” I said to the novice who sat behind a desk immediately to the right of the doors. She was a couple of years older than I was, and she wore a plain tan robe.

“Alright, I can take that for you,” she replied. She stood, and I saw that her robe was belted with a blue sash. She was far from being Elevated, but she was also far beyond being new to the order. I had seen her around town from time to time, but I had never spoken to her. She had short auburn hair with a bit of curl in it. She was pretty, and I wondered if she felt like talking for awhile.

I had been working on facial expressions in the looking glass in the laboratory when no one else was around. I put on what I thought was my most friendly smile, made eye contact, and tried a line I had heard soldiers use often. “I’m sorry, ah…” I said, trailing off and inviting her to tell me her name.

She didn’t say anything. She did tilt her head. “Are you alright?” she asked after a moment.

The soldiers never had this problem. I kept smiling and tried to press on. I planned to say ‘Well, I’m Brian’, but at the last second, I thought it might be stronger to simply declare, ‘I’m Brian’, and what came out was sort of a mix of my two ideas.

“Wull um Bri,” I managed. Then, in a panic, I realized that I had cut my own name short. I dropped the smile and quickly added, “n.”

She now tilted her head the other way, and her red locks swept across her forehead in a new direction. She squinted and crinkled her nose as if she had smelled something unpleasant. “O…K. So…did you want me to take that letter for you, ah, Wullumbrine?”

I gave up trying to flirt. In point of fact, I decided to give serious thought to giving up flirting altogether. “I’m supposed to hand deliver it,” I said. “It’s from Maestro,” I added.

“Ah, that’s right. You’re Maestro’s boy.” She looked at me for a moment and then said, “I thought your name was Brian.”

“Yes, that’s right. It is.”

“Is Brian short for Wullumbrine?”

“No!”

“Ah.”

I thought I saw the tiniest ghost of a smile on her lips.

“Well,” she said, “can I see the seal?”

I handed her the envelope. She looked at the impression in the red wax for a moment and then handed the letter back to me. She pointed to a large archway. “She’s in the practice yard. Just through there.”

I thanked her and headed for the archway. After I had taken several steps, she called out, “I’m Corinne, by the way.”

I turned and gave her a sort of half wave. “Ah, hello,” I said before continuing to the archway.

I would have preferred to clean out the drain in the floor of the laboratory than to hear the soft laughter that came from the direction of the desk behind me.

There were two Valkyries seated on a bench at the edge of the training ground. They were both covered in dust and sweat, and I assumed they had just finished sparring. I recognized both of them.

The first was Rho. She had dark hair cropped shorter than mine and soft, expressive eyes. I had observed that she always had kind words for children whenever she found any in her vicinity. She wore a jerkin of chain mail woven so finely that it seemed to be made from metallic cloth. No one else in the Valkyries had such a garment. It was rumored to have been passed down in her family for generations and to have cost 10,000 marks.

Her hands and feet were always clad in black - her hands because she had earned the right, and her feet because she preferred it that way. Her black gloves each bore two white stripes across the back below the knuckles. The first stripe showed that Rho was Elevated, and the second was the mark of a Lieutenant. Her black boots were short and stopped just above the ankle. She wore them tightly laced and without socks.

She noticed me first. “Young Brian,” she called out, smiling. “Come on over here, boy.”

I started walking and had covered about a third of the distance to the bench when Alpha turned her head and noticed my approach. It was all I could do to not break stride.

Alpha radiated intensity. Her demeanor, gaze, attitude, speech, and way of carrying herself were all utterly unique in my experience.

She was dressed almost entirely in leather. She wore a sleeveless vest of boiled leather above leather trousers that were tucked into leather boots which rose nearly to her knees. She wore leather bands tied tightly above her lean but powerful biceps, and a leather headband held her long blonde hair back and out of her face. Her black gloves each bore three stripes. Only she, as Primero of the Valkyries, was entitled to wear the third.

Alpha was about ten years older than I was. I knew that her name had been Alexis before she was Elevated, but I didn’t know much else about her. Rho was maybe ten years older than that, and I wasn’t sure what her birth name had been.

“Whatcha got there, young Brian?” Rho asked. Alpha just glared at me.

“It’s a letter from Maestro. For Alpha. He, ah, he told me to hand deliver it.”

Alpha squinted and spoke for the first time. “Is that so?” She seemed irritated, or suspicious, or something. I wanted to be somewhere else.

“Yes ma’am. I mean, ah, Sister. Or, Primero. Alpha.” That was the second time in two minutes I had mumbled out a mouthful of nonsense.

Rho let out an easy laugh at my discomfort. Alpha just grimaced and snatched the letter from my hand. And then, in one motion that was so fast I could barely see it, she retrieved a small but wicked looking blade from within her right boot, made a neat slashing motion across the face of the envelope, and returned the dagger to her boot. I had seen wax seals pried open with knives many times, but I had never seen one assassinated.

Alpha withdrew Maestro’s folded note from the envelope and opened it with an easy flick of her wrist.

“Mmm,” she said as she read. “It says here that you are in need of training.”

What?! “I don’t think, I mean, no, I…”

Alpha held up a hand to quiet me, and I fell silent. She continued to read the letter. When she finished, she refolded it and stuffed it back into the envelope. She turned to Rho.

“Maestro would like for his ‘prentice to train here.”

Oh, God, I thought.

Rho clapped her hands. “A boy train with us! That old Maestro has some cheek, does he not?” She shook her head.

“True. But he has done us a good turn on more than one occasion.” Alpha said. “So. I suppose the first thing to do is to see if this apprentice is at all trainable, and then decide what to do with him.”

Alpha walked several strides to a barrel and selected two practice swords made of wood. She tossed one at me, or actually, she threw one at me, and I just managed to catch it and keep it from falling to the ground. It was lighter than I expected it to be. It turned out that I caught it by the “blade”.

“Your hands are off already, boy,” Rho commented, but somehow not unkindly.

Alpha strode to the center of the training ground. If there had been any sort of lawn that year it had long since died in the heat and been ground to dust by training. Alpha was surrounded by dirt.

“Approach!” she commanded me. I wanted to do absolutely anything else, but I quick-stepped in her direction. When I was about five paces away, she leaned forward and hit the tip of her sword into the dirt in front of her - whack!


Chapter 6

Alpha hit the ground with the practice sword so hard I wondered that the wood didn’t shatter.

But then, she did something surprising. She twisted left, and, keeping one foot planted, she gracefully spun in place to the right. She dragged her sword through the dirt as she made a full clockwise revolution, and when she was finished, she had drawn a perfect circle in the dirt with herself at the center.

My fear was replaced, just for a moment, by pure wonder. Alpha, I have learned over time, often makes the most instantaneous and seamless shifts from one extreme to the other, and the opposite parts of her nature are equal parts of her. She is grace and she is brutality. She is discipline and she is rage. She is calculating and she is wild.

She is beautiful and terrifying. And for a few seconds after she drew that circle in the dirt, she was both at once.

“Attention!” she barked.

I stood up as straight as I could without consciously deciding to do anything.

“You and I will now play a game to see if you are worth training. I will keep my foot here planted on this spot. The line is the limit of my reach. If you wish to win the game, you need only make a single footprint fully inside the circle. Begin!”

That…didn’t seem too hard. The circle was pretty big. It seemed like I could step over some part of it for a second and jump away. I wondered if I was supposed to use the wooden sword.

“Am I allowed to…”

“BEGIN!” she shouted.

I decided I’d play using the sword by ear.

I wanted to go for the edge of the circle furthest to the right. I faked left a little bit with a couple of tiny stutter steps, and then I broke to my right at full speed. The circle was only ten feet away, and I figured I would plant my left foot just inside it before Alpha could stop me. It seemed like a sprint to first base in a baseball game more than anything else, and I was quick to first base. I was going to make it easily, or so I thought.

Alpha swiped at the back of my foot faster than I thought possible and struck my heel as it descended toward the interior of the circle. The force of the blow redirected my heel into an awkward upward arc and sent my shoe flying. My foot landed well beyond the circle, and my shoe landed a good ten feet beyond that. I landed flat on my rear end.

Rho whistled from back on the bench. “Oh, now your foot’s off, Brian! You’ve lost 75% of your extremities already!”

“Terrible,” Alpha commented.

My foot hurt like crazy, but my pride hurt more. I stood up, dusted my trousers off, and retrieved my shoe. Alpha rotated to face me and stood waiting.

I decided to take a more subtle approach. I walked up to the edge of the circle and stopped. Alpha whacked the ground a few inches from my toes.

I tried all of the tricky footwork I could think of, but no matter how I pivoted or faked or shifted my weight, the point of that sword was right in front of the foot I planned to sneak over the line. Eventually, I got tired of feinting and went for a quick tap over the line with my left foot, but Alpha’s blade jabbed my toe just in time and sent my foot backwards. That one hurt!

“There goes the other foot!” Rho commented. “You’ve been defeated, boy. De-feeted, do you get it, then?”

I got up gingerly and tested my foot. I wondered if it was broken, but it seemed able to bear weight.

“Feeble and terrible,” Alpha said. “Try something else.”

As it turned out, I had actually come up with a better plan. If running to first base didn’t work, maybe sliding into second base would. It would hurt, but I wasn’t too afraid of the wooden sword now that it had hit me twice without breaking anything.

I took several steps away from the circle, turned, and ran directly towards Alpha. When I got a couple of strides away, I fell into a perfect slide and watched as my right foot passed over the line, untouched, up to my knee. I felt a flood of triumph for about half a second, and then I saw that Alpha was about to chop straight down on my leg as if the practice sword were a long handled axe. It hit my leg with a whack! I jerked myself fully out of the circle and grabbed my shin. “I won!” I squeaked around tears.

“I see no footprint inside the circle,” Alpha said. “I see a messy gash that the side of a foot has made in the dirt.”

“What?!” I cried out.

Rho chimed in. “Gotta make a footprint, boy, that’s the game. Keep trying, though!”

“Terrible,” Alpha commented. “Never go to ground unless you have a specific attack in mind that you can launch and execute.”

“I beat you!”

“You did not.”

I thought of shouting something about cheating, but I remembered where I was in time to avoid that catastrophe.

“Use the sword or quit carrying it around, boy!” Rho suggested. I looked at my wooden sword as if I had never seen it before. I had been holding it throughout the exercise without even thinking about it.

I had a final idea. And if it didn’t work, I was going to quit - the game hurt too much to play for long.

Once again, I took several steps away from Alpha. Once again, I turned and charged. But this time, instead of sliding, I got near the edge of that stupid circle and I jumped. I saw Alpha’s sword swinging hard for my side and I held out my sword to block it…and missed entirely.

At the same instant my feet stomped on the ground and Alpha’s sword cracked against my ribs and knocked me down.

“Better!” Alpha said, but I didn’t see how. I couldn’t seem to pull in any air; I thought I must be dying.

Rho called out advice. “Be calm and take shallow breaths! The wind’s been knocked from you, boy!”

I still suspected I was dying, but I found I was able to take tiny sips of air, and then, soon after, I was able to draw painful but more normal breaths. I glanced beside me and found that I had been able to leave two clear footprints inside the circle.

“Now, rise and stand in your footprints,” Alpha said, and she made one of her instantaneous transitions. In a heartbeat, the commanding warrior changed to an attentive teacher. For the next little while, she almost reminded me of Maestro.

I rose slowly and stood in the footprints.

“Now,” Alpha said, “let’s imagine that you and I are of fairly equal skill with our swords.”

“Equal skill?” I asked, not really grasping the idea.

“Just imagine. Hold your sword like so.” She adjusted my left wrist and the angle of the wooden blade. I don’t really remember why I carried the sword in my left hand, but that’s where it had been.

“Imagine that you’d had the skill to block, like so.” She tapped her sword lightly at the center of mine. I could see how this defensive position would have worked much better. “So, if you are also of a size and strength nearer to mine - imagine it now - you can probably also keep your feet as you block. Now, from this position, what advantage have you gained?”

I considered her question. “My blade…is inside your blade?”

“Just so. You now have the shorter path to strike. And if our swords are tangled up, and they sometimes are in an exchange such as this, what then?”

I couldn’t think of anything.

“Are you right handed?” Alpha asked. “Because I am,” she added.

“Yes.” Oh. “If we…strike with fists next, I have my strong hand and you have your weak hand. To strike with.”

“Right. And so, your charge may pay off, provided you have the skill to block my strike first. Of course, if this had been mortal combat, I would have skewered you as you charged and jumped, but many fighters wouldn’t in the heat of the moment. Especially men. They like to wind up and hack, often as not.”

“Ah,” I said, trying to take everything in.

“I will train you,” Alpha said. “Return here tomorrow at dawn.”

At that moment I remembered I didn’t actually want Valkyrie combat training. “Uh…I assist Maestro in the lab on Tuesdays. At dawn.” That was a little bit of a fudge. I had occasionally reported there at dawn, but I usually showed up after breakfast.

Alpha frowned and underwent another quick transition, and the terse, tense, slightly crazy warrior replaced the patient, thoughtful teacher.

I thought she might scream at me for prioritizing time in Maestro’s lab over training with her, but she went another way. She approached me and leaned in so that our noses nearly touched.

“Then meet me here an hour before dawn,” she said. “Don’t…be…late.”

I nodded very slowly.

To Rho, she said, “You’re with me. Remember to have one of the novices set up the torches around the center ground before retiring for the night.”

Rho and Alpha walked away. “Better get to bed early, boy,” Rho called out over her shoulder.

I groaned and made for the exit.


Chapter 7

Interlude: Farmer Michael

In the Borderlands to the south of the Realm, Michael laid his plow down on its side. He exhaled and looked back at the row he had just finished. He nodded in satisfaction; the trail of divided dirt was as straight and even as all the others on his back field.

He drew a red bandana from a back pocket of his faded denim overalls and wiped great beads of sweat from his brow. He looked up and checked the angle of the sun as he had done a dozen times in the past few hours. It was definitely well past its zenith now. It was time. Smiling to himself and whistling a tune, he started out for his house.

As he approached it, Michael appraised the side of his small but well constructed home. The bottom third was perfect. It shined with new white paint that matched the coat that covered the entire front of the farmhouse. The top two thirds of the side were ugly, at least for the moment. The old paint had been mostly stripped away, but stubborn patches of faded blue flakes clung to the clapboards here and there. Michael planned to get to them in the next few days and then finish painting the side before he moved on to the back of the house. He had a nagging worry that his supply of paint would not be quite sufficient to complete the back, but he thought he could stretch it out just enough.

He opened the side gate in the newly painted white picket fence that surrounded his house. It opened smoothly on hinges that did not squeak and latched securely with a crisp clack when Michael closed it behind him. A few chickens scampered about in the yard as he made his way around to his porch. He checked the sundial in the corner of the yard and confirmed that the sharp shadow pointed to two o’clock. He was right on schedule.

He found his lazy old hound resting on the porch in his usual spot in the shade. “Howdy, Hank,” Michael said as he walked by. Hank raised his head, thumped his tail a few times, yawned, and rolled over. Michael smiled at the old dog and entered his house.

Inside, he hung his straw hat on a hat rack that stood next to the door. He sat in a nearby chair, removed his work boots, and placed them at the foot of the hat rack. He then removed his overalls and shirt and laid them over the back of the chair. Now dressed only in shorts and socks, he walked down the hall to his kitchen.

He passed through it and to his back yard where a tub of water had been warming in the sun. He removed the rest of his clothing, eased himself into the tub, and bathed. He paid attention and made sure that he was thoroughly clean before reaching for the towel he had left nearby.

Wrapped in the towel, he headed back inside and shaved in front of a small mirror. He combed his wet hair precisely, didn’t like how it looked, and mussed it up and began again. After the second attempt he was satisfied.

He walked back to his bedroom and dressed in clean overalls and his Sunday boots. He thought of wearing his entire Sunday outfit, but he didn’t want to overdo it.

Michael headed back outside and selected pink, purple, and white petunias from a small garden. He brought them back inside and placed them in a small vase which he filled halfway with water from a pitcher.

He was ready to head off to have coffee at Mr. McGrath’s farm.

More specifically, he was ready to have coffee with Molly. His every thought and action over the past year and more were aimed squarely at improving the chances that she would one day come to live with him. If given the choice between becoming king of the Realm or marrying Molly McGrath, Michael would have chosen the latter ten times out of ten.

He checked his image in the mirror a final time and made small adjustments to his hair. He collected his vase of flowers and left by the front door.

“Wish me luck, Hank,” he said. Hank yawned, thumped his tail a few times, rolled over on his back, and stretched.

Michael smiled and set off for the McGrath farm. He walked straight from his front porch down to the gravel road, his cornfield on his right all the while. He turned right and walked along a second side of his crop and thought ahead to the harvest. The stalks were higher than his head and almost all looked healthy. It had rained just the right amount, and if nothing went wrong, his profits would be as healthy as the corn.

When he had passed the edge of his property, he crossed the road and walked on the left side for a hundred yards or so until he came to the McGrath farm. He passed through their gate, walked past chickens and a dog in their yard, and climbed the two steps to their porch. He took a deep breath, put on his best smile, and knocked on the front door.

Seconds later, Molly opened it wide. She took his breath away as she always did. She stood in bare feet wearing cutoff overalls. Her hair, so blonde that it was almost white, framed a face that featured wide set pale blue eyes and tiny freckles that looked to Michael like constellations. “Hiya, Michael,” she said with a shy smile.

“Hiya, Molly,” he said.

“C’mon in.”

“Thanks,” he said with a nod. “I brought you these.” He held out the vase of flowers.

“They’re beautiful. Thankya Michael.”

“You’re very welcome,” he said.

Mrs. McGrath came in from the kitchen carrying a tray with a pot of coffee, a pitcher of cream, a bowl of sugar, and two mugs. “Welcome, Michael, welcome to ya.”

“Hello, Mrs. McGrath,” he replied.

She put the tray on the dining table and said, “I’ve much to do and I’ll not disturb ya. Enjoy the coffee, young man.”

“Thank you very much, ma’am, I will.”

Mrs. McGrath retreated to a corner of the living room, began darning a sock, and pretended not to listen.

Michael was in heaven for the next half hour. Molly showed interest in everything he had to say and smiled at him and found reasons to touch his hand when pouring more coffee or making a point. He found her every touch electrifying. When she laughed and rubbed her foot lightly along the side of his calf just above his boot, he had never felt more wide awake in his entire life.

As Michael was finishing his third cup of coffee, Mr. McGrath entered by the front door. Molly’s foot returned to beneath her own chair in a hurry. “No work today, then?” he asked Michael with a frown.

“No, sir, er…yes, sir. I worked my fields from dawn until an hour ago.”

“Hmm…ya seem mighty well dressed for a man who’s put inna day of work.”

“Ah, yessir. I had an incident. With the pigs. And I had to change clothes.”

“Hmm…” Mr. McGrath looked at Michael skeptically. Turning to his wife he said, “You’d best be off, girls, if you’re to reach your sister’s before dark.”

Michael had known that Molly would be leaving soon, but he was disappointed nonetheless that the time had come. He helped to load several bags and sacks into the back of the McGrath’s wagon, and then he helped Molly climb up even though she didn’t need it. Her hand lingered on his well after she had taken her seat. “I hope I’ll see you at the market on Saturday,” she said. “I might need a ride home afterwards,” she added with a smile.

“I’ll see you there, and I’ll take you anywhere, Molly.”

Mrs. McGrath’s mouth twitched into a tiny smirk. Mr. McGrath said, “I’ll be there to bring you back, Molly.”

“Oh. Of course, Father. Well, I’ll see you Saturday, Michael.”

“I’ll see you Saturday, Molly.”

Mrs. McGrath shook the reins once, and the McGrath’s old horse started forward. Michael watched them go.

“Could use your help changing a wheel,” Mr. McGrath said.

“Yes, sir,” Michael said. “Let’s get right to it.” Michael did a lot of heavy work over the next hour. When they finished the job, Mr. McGrath said, “I do ‘preciate it,” turned, and headed to his barn.

Michael, figuring that he had been dismissed, started for home. It was nearing dusk.

On the return trip, Michael crossed the gravel road when he reached the far corner of his property. After walking for about thirty yards, he decided to turn left and cut through his cornfield. He liked the silence in the field when the corn was grown high and the only sound was of the stalks rustling gently in the breeze. He found it peaceful. The light was fading, and there would be less of it in the field, but there was plenty enough left for a walk of three or four minutes. Michael walked and smelled the good smells of his land and his crops and thought of Molly.

When he got about halfway through the field, he heard a rustling from the direction of the road. He turned, but he saw nothing in the row behind him. Michael shrugged and kept walking.

Then, he thought he heard a female voice call to him very quietly. “Michael.”

“Molly?” he called out. Had she been able to beg off of the trip to her aunt’s house? Was she coming to him now? “Molly?” he said again.

He heard rustling through the rows. She wants me to catch her, he thought. Smiling now, he started to cut across the rows. He bent a few stalks, but he didn’t care about that. “I’m coming to find you, Molly,” he said. He crashed through two more rows and took a look both ways.

A man stood fifty feet away in the dim light. “What the hell?” Michael asked. Michael heard new rustling behind him from more than one direction.

Michael started to walk quickly up the new row, away from the man and towards his house. He soon broke into a jog.

A woman - not Molly - stumbled into Michael’s path. She had pale skin and was dressed all in black. Michael skidded to a halt. “Who are y…” he started to ask.

The woman dove towards Michael’s foot and grabbed it and Michael felt icy pain just above the top of his boot. Did she just bite me?! his mind screamed.

He shook the woman off like he was breaking a tackle in a football game. When he had recovered his balance, he broke into a sprint.

He heard corn stalks falling all around him as his pursuers stopped making any attempt at stealth. His leg hurt, but not enough to slow him down. His ears told him that at least one of his assailants might be gaining on him, but he didn’t risk turning around to see.

Ahead, a new man emerged from an adjacent row and stood in Michael’s path.

The survival portion of Michael’s mind flashed insight to him, and he understood that he had one possible advantage, and that he would have to make it count. Ahead about thirty feet, there was a narrow cleared strip that ran across the rows of corn that Michael used to reposition the irrigation hoses that he employed during dry spells. He would be able to run along that strip much more quickly than any pursuer who was impeded by stalks of corn when moving sideways from row to row.

Michael accelerated to his absolute top speed and closed on the new figure ahead. The man crouched and spread his arms, preparing to grab and hold.

Michael planted his left boot as firmly as he could and made a sharp cut to the right as soon as he reached the irrigation throughway.

He sprinted past about ten rows, and then cut sharply left so that, when his attackers discovered the throughway, they would not be able to determine which row he was in.

He heard curses from male and female voices all around him. His lungs screamed for air, but he didn’t dare breathe loudly or slow down. He fought through a painful stitch in his side and kept going.

He emerged from the cornfield and broke right towards his farmhouse. Hank was jumping against the inside of the picket fence and barking loudly. Michael reached the fence and hurdled it cleanly and shouted, “Come on, Hank!” The dog turned and sprinted after his master.

They bounded up the wooden porch steps together. Michael threw his door open and Hank darted inside. Michael risked one glance back and saw four running figures between his cornfield and his picket fence.

He ran through his door, slammed it shut, and threw the latch for the first time that he could remember. Then he sprinted down his hall and threw the latch on the back door.

In a panic, he realized that the window in his living room might be open. It wasn’t, but it was unbarred because it was almost always unbarred. He grabbed a seldom used storm brace from the floor beneath the closed shutters and slammed it into its brackets.

He looked around for a weapon. The only thing that was even close was a shovel propped by the back door. He ran to it and snatched it up.

At the front door, Hank started to make a low grrrrr. And then again, pitched lower, Grrrrrrrr.

Michael gripped his shovel in both hands and panted and looked around wildly.

There was a knock at the door.


Chapter 8

After I had been training with the Valkyries for a couple of weeks, I took part in an interesting procedure. Jack and I retrieved Maestro’s instruments and Jack’s bag of concoctions from the laboratory and made our way to an annex of the Clan Suite in the castle. We found Maestro already there.

We had just finished setting up for the procedure when the Chancellor’s scribe entered our impromptu surgical theater and announced his master: “The Lord Chancellor of the Realm!” He projected his voice as if an audience of hundreds awaited the Chancellor’s arrival in a great ballroom. It seemed absurd.

I glanced sidelong at Jack. “Do I need to bow or something? When he enters?” I whispered.

“Not remotely,” Jack replied.

The scribe stood at attention until Chancellor Bain entered the room.

Until that day, I had only seen the Chancellor from some distance away. From afar, his appearance had always seemed impressive to me. He was very tall, and he had thick brown hair that was styled elaborately in the latest fashion. He was always dressed in expensive and well tailored clothing. In truth, I had often envied him, especially when I saw him surrounded by people who expressed delight at his every remark.

But close up, the Chancellor lost his charm. His eyes were intense, angry, and bloodshot. A thin film of sweat coated him, and it had turned oily, as if it had clung to his skin without evaporating for a long time. His face bore faint scratch marks at irregular intervals. A couple of them had formed small scabs. He rubbed and worried at them often. His clothing, though stylish, bore faint stains.

But his teeth, I was soon to learn, were the worst.

“Welcome, Bain,” Maestro said with courtesy.

“Chancellor Bain,” the scribe corrected.

Maestro paused for some time before saying, “Chancellor. Bain.”

Bain screwed his face up into a scowl.

“Your man informs me that you have need of my services,” Maestro said.

Bain approached and held his face very near to Maestro’s. “You will fix,” he said forcefully, “my miserable tooth!” At the word “tooth” small flecks of spittle sprayed from his mouth. Maestro ignored the few that found his face.

“Well, such is certainly my hope,” he said, although his tone indicated that he hoped no such thing. It was interesting to hear my master, who was ordinarily so sincere, speak with sarcasm.

“Get on with it then,” Bain barked.

“Of course. If you will recline here in my chair, I shall begin my examination straightaway.”

The Chancellor walked over to the chair. His movements were jerky. He sat down hard and uttered a small grunt.

“Very good. Brian? My mirror and probe?”

I handed Maestro the instruments.

“Thank you,” he said, taking them in hand. “Now, Chancellor. If you would, please open your mouth.”

Bain seemed irritated that Maestro should be able to compel him to do anything, but he complied. Maestro peered inside. Jack and I looked over his shoulders and did the same. I kept a steady expression, but only by immense force of will.

The Chancellor’s mouth was a disaster. The colors and angles inside were all so very wrong.

His breath smelled like a dead animal left to rot in the sun, and it was little wonder, because parts of his gums looked like they might be dead, or at least nearly so. Patches of them were no longer pink or even red, but rather were yellow or white or black. The teeth that grew from some regions of diseased flesh sat loosely in their pockets and seemed to have considerable freedom of movement.

“Weewl?” the Chancellor asked.

“I will need a few moments to determine the best course of action,” Maestro replied.

A new voice from the doorway said, “Maestro is quite competent in surgical matters.” I turned and saw Princess Claire next to Bain’s scribe. She was, as always, stunning. Unlike the Chancellor, the princess was far more attractive at close range. She wore an emerald gown that brought out the color of her green eyes. I was mesmerized by the contrast between the deep color of her gown and the pale, golden hair that spilled far beyond her shoulders. She glowed with youthful energy, and I thought that I would brave any peril to attend to her slightest whim.

She nodded in my direction and smiled. “As is his young assistant. I have had some experience with their care.” Her hand involuntarily traced over the scar on her abdomen from the long ago appendectomy.

The unexpected attention from the princess warmed me to the center of my being.

The Chancellor muttered something that the princess seemed to understand, but I did not.

“Oh, tosh! They are more than able to attend to your small toothache,” she said. “And just think, if you place your extracted tooth beneath your pillow tonight, the tooth pixie may leave you a coin!”
Bain made agitated but still unintelligible remarks. The princess clapped her hands, smiled, and left the room as quickly as she had entered it. Her graceful laughter echoed in the hallway.

Maestro turned to the Chancellor. “Shall I continue?”

“Yes!” he replied.

Maestro resumed his examination of the ruined mouth. He turned his mirror carefully. He took up his probe and touched one of the worst of the teeth ever so slightly.

The Chancellor roared, and Maestro drew back his instruments just before Bain could snap his mouth closed on them.

“Is that the tooth that is troubling you?” Maestro asked.

“Of course it is, you idiot!” It had actually seemed to me that at least two other teeth were worse off than the one Maestro had touched.

“My apologies,” Maestro said.

“Take greater care!”

“My apologies again,” Maestro said. “I shall try to do better.”

“You will refrain from causing the Chancellor discomfort,” the scribe said from his place by the door.

“Yesss,” Maestro said. He looked as if he might be imagining methods of causing the scribe considerable discomfort. The scribe glared right back with surprising arrogance. It was out of place. Maestro was not a member of the royal household, but he was well known to be close to the king. Almost everyone deferred to him, or at least showed him respect. A lack of courtesy toward Maestro from a mere scribe was unique in my experience.

The Chancellor exhaled loudly.

“Now then,” Maestro said, “if you will open your mouth once more, I shall examine you without touching anything at all, I promise.”

Bain seemed to weigh the request. “Very well,” he said, opening wide.

Maestro now worked only with his small mirror, again turning it slowly from side to side.

“Well,” Maestro said, “an extraction will be necessary. And although you have not mentioned them to me, I would recommend that two others come out as well.”

“Two others?” asked the Chancellor.

“Correct. I believe that they will soon begin to cause you at least as much discomfort, and perhaps more, than the first tooth.”

Bain pondered that for a moment. “Is it the two on the right side of my mouth? Near the back?”

“Exactly.”

“Can you not...steady them?”

“I am afraid not. The, ah, damage to the gums is too severe in that region. I believe that other teeth might be saved, in the fullness of time, with certain...changes to your habits.”

From the door, the scribe said, “The Chancellor’s habits are none of your...”

“Silence!” Bain roared.

“As you wish, Chancellor.”

Bain looked up at Maestro, and for the first time during the examination, he seemed vulnerable. “You mention habits. What, ah, what sorts of habits might I alter?”

Maestro looked him directly in the eye. “There are various...dietary supplements that are known to cause symptoms such as those you are experiencing. If you were to eliminate your intake of any you use to give a sudden burst of energy, or a feeling of great alertness, for example...”

The Chancellor’s eyes opened wide. “Go on,” he said quietly.

“Most of them are powders that can be mixed with liquids. Some have a strong odor or taste, but others are almost...unnoticeable. They can be administered to a person without his even knowing.”

I marveled at Maestro’s tactic. He was giving Bain a way out! A story that Bain could tell himself that absolved him of responsibility for putting his teeth in their pitiful condition. Why, he might have been given substances without having any knowledge of it. Who could say otherwise?

“Yes,” the Chancellor said. “Yes, I shouldn’t wonder if that sort of thing happens, occasionally.”

“Of course. And regardless of the source, the energy does not last for long, and the dosage of the supplements must be increased the next time to return one to the same state of alertness. And they produce a variety of...unpleasant side effects.”

“Yes! But...they are not permanent? The side effects?”

“A few are. But others may be reversed. In time.”

“I see. And, if a person has difficulty? In modifying his habits. Habits are difficult to break, are they not?”

“They can be, yes,” Maestro admitted. “Depending on the supplement, one might be advised to take a number of courses of action to break the habit.”

Bain thought that over for a long time. After awhile, Maestro added, “He might also substitute something for the supplement that is invigorating but also essentially harmless.”

“Such as?”

“Oh, perhaps tea, or chocolates...”

“Bah!” Bain interjected.

“...or coffee,” Maestro finished.

“Coffee! As if there is coffee to be found outside of the royal larder!”

“There may be an available supply.”

“Bah!”

“I have some,” Maestro said. I was surprised that he said so.

Bain looked startled. “Truly?”

“Yes, truly,” Maestro confirmed. “In fact, Brian here will bring an eighth-pound to your quarters tomorrow morning.” I was amazed that Maestro would actually part with any of his cache. “When you feel the supplements call out to you, I would suggest that a cup of freshly made coffee might satisfy your craving more than you expect.”

The Chancellor actually licked his lips. “Yes. Yes, it might at that.”

“Excellent. Now, we must tend to the unpleasant business at hand. Jack?” Jack stepped forward with two syringes.

“My assistant will administer two injections. The first is a mixture of herbs and distilled tree bark.” Bain raised an eyebrow, and Maestro said, “A mild pain killer, Chancellor. The injection will sting for but a moment, and it will make the extractions much more bearable.”

“What’s the other one?”

“It will substantially reduce the amount of bleeding you will experience during the extractions. You will still bleed some, but without the second injection, things will get very, very messy.”

“Very well,” the Chancellor said, opening his mouth.

Jack made the injections. Bain winced, but did not comment.

“The medicine will take effect shortly,” Maestro said.

Jack produced a sheet of paper and made some notations on it. “We keep records on our patients, Chancellor, so that we may track their condition over time. Please report when you can no longer feel the inside of your mouth.”

After a few moments, Bain said, “Numb. I mouf if numb.”

“Very good,” Jack said, making notes. “The medicine has taken hold. Do not be concerned, you will regain full sensation in an hour’s time.”

Maestro said, “Pliers, Brian.” I handed them over.

To Bain, he said, “In spite of the medicine, this procedure may be somewhat unpleasant.”

Bain nodded.

Maestro performed the extractions competently, and the Chancellor did in fact find the process disagreeable. It went on for some time.

When he was finished, Jack helped Bain to a bed in the main room of the Clan Suite. Maestro instructed me to clean up the Chancellor’s blood, collect the instruments, and meet him back at the laboratory.

I set about my work. I was not bothered by the sight of blood, and there was not too much of it, but it was slow work to remove all traces from the examination chair. I was inside the castle, after all, and I wanted the job to be perfect.

I had made good progress on the task and was about to begin collecting Maestro’s tools when I was interrupted.

“You’re still here,” the princess said to me as she reentered the room.

I blushed and dropped my gaze. “I am nearly finished, Your Highness,” I stammered. “I will be gone in just a few minutes.”

“There is no need to hurry,” she said. I rushed through my remaining clean up just the same.

She sat on the edge of a table and crossed her legs at the ankles. “You count dentistry among your many occupations.”

“Well, Maestro does, at any rate, Highness.” My cheeks positively burned.

“Claire,” the princess said. Her statement seemed a non-sequitur to me.

“Claire, Your...?”

“No, just Claire!” she said in a louder voice, but not sounding angry. “My name.”

“Ah,” I said, uncertain.

“There is no one else around, and you once helped to save my life. You shall call me by my name. Claire.”

“Alright, Your...ah, Claire.”

“There, you see,” she said. “That wasn’t so difficult.”

“No,” I said.

“Do you know I am seldom called by my name? To Father and Mother, I am ‘dear’, or ‘my darling’, or perhaps ‘young lady’. I am ‘Your Highness’ to almost everyone else. It is good to be called by my name, at least on occasion.”

I saw her point, though I would never have guessed that she would have such a problem. ”I, ah, I see,” I said, feeling dumb.

She sighed, then asked, “Do you find me intimidating?”

Of course! I thought.

“No,” I said.

“Liar.” I could see the corners of her mouth turn up, and I allowed myself a small smirk. She burst out laughing, and I joined her.

“OK, you’re right. But I find you less intimidating than I did a few minutes ago. Claire.”

She folded her fingers together in her lap. “Thank you,” she said.

“Brian,” I said boldly.

“Yes, thank you, Brian,” she said. I filed the sound of her saying my name in a deep, secret, secure part of my mind. Over the next weeks it would become my most closely examined memory.

A constable appeared in the doorway. “I am to summon you to dine, Your Highness,” he said.

The princess said, “And you have so summoned me. Please tell Mother that I shall be along presently.”

The constable nodded and departed.

“Well,” the princess said.

“Well,” I echoed.

The princess lingered for a moment, examining me. “Inform your master,” she said, “that I should like to have my teeth examined in one week’s time.”

“I, ah...I certainly will,” I said.

“And you will of course assist him.” She assumed a curious expression. It reminded me of a picture Maestro had shown me of an ancient painting from before the Kinetic War. The Mona, I thought it was called.

“Yes,” I said.

“Good.” The princess turned on a heel and made for the annex’s exit. “Fare thee well, Brian,” she called over her shoulder.

“Fare thee well, Claire,” I called after her. I watched her until she disappeared from view.


Chapter 9

The day after Bain’s tooth extraction, I arrived at the lab and found Maestro talking to Warden Smith.

“I believe I have something that will help your prisoner, Warden,” he said. “It may take a few moments to locate it down in the storeroom.”

Maestro usually sent me on this kind of errand. “Do you want me to search for it?” I asked.

“No, Brian, those bottles are not well labelled, and their contents will all look the same to your eye. Best that I find this one myself. But thank you. Entertain the warden, if you would, while I am searching.”

Maestro opened the door to the laboratory’s cellar and started to descend the stone steps beyond it. “Distilled root of inkvine, distilled root of inkvine, I wonder if I put that with the…” he wondered aloud as he sank out of sight.

Warden Smith and I were left alone. I pretended to be fascinated by various familiar objects on a far wall. The warden exhaled a couple of times as if he had just finished carrying a heavy load. Then, he made a comment that sounded like “humf” and started to tap his knee in a slow rhythm. It was awkward.

I hate awkward. Give me pain or fear or stress, but not awkward.

I actually did have a question for him. At that age, I was usually shy about asking adults I did not know well any questions, but I had to do something to break the silence.

“Warden, can I ask you something?”

He leaned forward and seemed genuinely eager to hear my question. Maybe he was feeling awkward, too. “Aye. Of course, laddie.”

“Well, I mean no insult, I just want to know…”

“Yes? Go on.”

“The way you speak, and a few other people around town speak, it’s different.”

“Ah, that, then?” he said, bushy eyebrows raised in a friendly way. “You’re aware that people call us Scotties, accourse?”

“Ye-es. But…”

“But ye dinna know what that means.”

“No, sir.”

“Och. Weel, I guess the main thing is that we’re nae from around here. At least not originally.”

“Oh. Are Scotties from, ah,” and here I picked a far away region at random, “the Union?”

Warden Smith smiled. “Nae, laddie, we’re from a wee bit further away than that. Do ye know your history of the Kinetic War?”

“Some,” I said. Maestro had taught me much more about science and medicine, but he had given me lectures on history as well.

“Well then ye know that the ol’ Red Tyrant unleashed his apocalypse of fire during the First Battle. Terrible weapons, he had. Most of the Old Countries were grouped together on a continent they shared, and most of them fell in great pillars of fire that reached up to the heavens and spread out at the top into clouds of smoke so wide that they looked like great trees of flame many miles high, or so my family tradition says. Can ye imagine such a thing?”

I admitted that I could not.

“Weel, but we Scotties were on an island, and most importantly, we were able to protect our island. I dinna ken how it worked, but we had something that allowed us ta turn away the Tyrant’s fire weapons during the First Battle. Your people had the same way of defendin’ yourselves, but whereas our island was small, your ancestors lived here, on a big continent.”

“America?”

“Aye, America, and ye could no’ stop all of the fire weapons, not by half. ‘Tis harder to defend somethin’ large than to defend somethin’ small, all else bein’ equal, do ye see?”

“I think so.”

“So we Scotties came through the First Battle alright, but your people could only block what you could an’ take your licks an’ launch your own fire weapons back at the Red Tyrant, an’ that’s just what ye did. Ye made the Red Tyrant pay a dear, dear price, and so ended the First Battle.”

I leaned forward in my chair. A lot of this was new to me. “But he wasn’t dead yet? The Tyrant.”

“Nae, he survived. If he hadna, the world would’ve moved on without the Lost Years, or so I’ve been told. But he survived, and he wasna finished, not by a fair piece.”

“He dropped the Rocks,” I said.

“Aye, the Second Battle. He dropped the Rocks. And those, ‘tis said, couldna be stopped. Why we were able to stop weapons that made great pillars of fire, but not the Rocks, I canna say. All I know is that once the Rocks were started in motion, it was all over.”

“But your people escaped.”

“Aye. The only good thing about the Rocks was that by some method we had a bit o’ warning. Perhaps only half an hour, but something. Time enough to act. Ye have no doubt heard that in those days there were machines that could fly through the air an’ carry men along inside.”

“Aeroplanes.”

“Aye, aeroplanes. Imagine! Flying through the sky. For all of their horrible weapons, they had some wonders in Olden Times as well. But anyway, those aeroplanes had to leap to the sky and land from the sky in special places. Airports, they were called. An’ that’s where we all came from.

“There were few aeroplanes flying between the First Battle and the Second Battle - too much chaos, I suppose, for more - but a few did, and they kept the others in readiness. A lot o’ people worked at those airports, and a lot of them were working when the warnin’ came that the Red Tyrant had dropped the Rocks.

“Weel, whereas most will freeze an’ panic at bad news such as that, my ancestors decided to try an’ save themselves. And so the workers at the airport, and the few people who were there expectin’ to be flown somewhere, an’ a few people who lived an’ worked just next to the airport loaded onto the aeroplanes such as were available quick as you please.

“There were heroes that day who volunteered to stay behind an’ help do whatever was necessary to get those flying machines off the ground. In the end, eight of them were able to rise up and fly away with a thousand men an’ women an’ children aboard before the Rocks landed and destroyed our island.

“There was one other airport from the south part of the island that was also able to get three aeroplanes in the air before doomsday. I think there were other airports, but they couldna coordinate things enough to launch. There’s chaos in battle, I suppose, and men get confused an’ lose sight of the path forward.

“So our eight planes joined up with the other three like a flock o’ birds migratin’ for winter, an’ the only place that seemed like it might still stand was America, so we crossed over the great ocean to it.

“Our tradition says that the aeroplanes took to the sky in midafternoon, and that even though they were in the air for more than twelve hours, night never fell. I canna make sense o’ that, but it is a part of every tale of our escape, so maybe there’s truth to it. I’ve often wondered if the Rocks so shook the foundations of the land that the sun itself was moved out of balance for a bit.

“Now, everyone was worried durin’ that long journey that America would be destroyed, an’ when they first arrived, it looked to be so. They came first to a city called Boston, and it was just a crater.

“So the aeroplanes flew on. They were worried because those machines couldna stay in the air forever; they had to come back down to rest or cool off every so often. And Boston wasna the only city that was just a smoking hole in the ground - all of the large cities that had airports were just the same. And remember ye had to have an airport to bring the aeroplanes to the ground safely.

“So the pilots - that’s what ye called them such as controlled the aeroplanes, the pilots worked to find anywhere to bring their machines down. They flew west; the thing they knew about America was that there’s lots of land in th’ middle. They held out some hope they’d find something, even though everythin’ they could see was destroyed.

“They called out all around with some sorta contraption called a radio they had for talkin’ with people who were very far away. And eventually, their contraption started to make a racket, and the pilots started talkin’ with great joy and told a man who they were an’ where they’d come from and asked if he knew if there was an airport anywhere that might allow ‘em ta land.

“An’ then, get this, laddie. Another voice comes over the radio, and this man says how he is the Last King of the West himself, an’ that he congratulates them on their escape, an’ says that they are most welcome in America, an’ that he isna certain, but that he believes there may still be an airport at Omaha an’ that they should try there an’ could we make it afore the planes had to rest. The pilots said they thought so and we’d head right for it and the Last King of the West wished us good luck an’ Godspeed an’ said he an’ his daughter an’ granddaughter would pray for a safe landing.

“So they flew to Omaha, an’ the airport there had taken damage, but there was just enough left to bring all eleven aeroplanes safely down, and that’s how we came to the Realm.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s all amazing.”

“Aye, so ‘tis. Now you had asked about my manner o’ speaking. Weel, when we got to Omaha, we settled on some lands that no one seemed to be usin’, and we mostly kept to ourselves through the Lost Years. Those were times of danger to any who ventured out of their own place - bandits and highwaymen and all manner a’ lawless thugs roamed the countryside. But we who had crossed the great ocean looked out for one another and made out OK. An’ then, accourse, we joined up with Good King John, may God bless him, an’ helped to put an end to that era once and for all.

“Since then, we’ve mingled with people such as yerself who are descended from the Americans. But those who still live in the Omaha District - an’ I grew up there, meself - we tend ta stick ta some of the old ways, and that includes the way we speak, if ye ken.”

I shook my head. “I had no idea about any of that,” I said. “Thank you for the story.”

“My pleasure, laddie.”

I heard Maestro start to ascend the stairs. “I have finally found what you require, Warden,” he called out.

“That’s verra good news!” Smith called back.

I had one last question I wanted to ask him before he left. “Warden?”

“Aye?”

“Old Davy, he talks kind of like you do…”

“But kind of not?” The warden completed my thought.

“Yes.”

The warden smiled mirthfully. “’Tis a good ear ye have, laddie. His people were from the other three aeroplanes that flew with us from the south. Davy’s nae a Scottie - he’s English!”

I wanted to hear more about that, but Maestro emerged with a small stoppered vial, and my conversation with Warden Smith was over.


Chapter 10

I was returning a book that Maestro had borrowed from the castle’s private library one day when I ran into Princess Claire in a corridor.

“Brian!” she said. “Do you want to see something interesting?”

Of course, I needed no prompting to accompany the princess anywhere. “Yes,” I said. I would have said the same if she had asked, “Do you want to come with me to be roasted alive by a dragon?”

Claire smiled and led me by the elbow in a new direction. I was inclined to make small talk, but she shushed me, and so we walked in silence up two flights of stairs and down a corridor I had not visited before. We soon came to a short double door, or one that was short for the castle. Claire produced a key and turned it in a keyhole above one of the doorknobs. I heard a quiet click as a tumbler turned to release the lock. She opened the door quietly and led me inside.

I had been aware that there were observation galleries high above the throne room running down the middle part on either side. We had entered one of them. It contained a double row of two dozen seats upholstered in purple velvet. During certain state ceremonies, a collection of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the Realm filled the chairs and looked down upon the proceedings. On ordinary days, the balconies sat empty.

Claire revealed to me that she liked to haunt them from time to time. She sat on a carpeted step at the end of the back row of chairs and I followed her lead. She whispered, “From here we are invisible to anyone below, but we must whisper. If we speak, our echoes will carry down and Father will be cross.”

I nodded. From down below, I could hear the proceedings. A magistrate’s clerk was reading a seemingly endless letter to His Majesty concerning some procedural point of law. It seemed to me that it could possibly apply to almost anything. But that bothered me not at all; I was in a restricted area, almost a secret place, with a princess. I was in paradise.

“I like to come up here to get away,” Claire confided to me in a whisper. “You can’t imagine how tiresome it is to have no privacy, and to be constantly surrounded by servants, and tutors, and guards, and father’s advisors, and guests of state, and everyone who fills the halls at all hours of the day and night. And heaven forbid if I fail to move with grace, or if I stand or sit without perfect posture in view of any of them. I’d go mad if I didn’t have a few spots like this around the castle that let me be alone with my thoughts.”

Then she adopted an accent more like a peasant’s than her own. “An’ speak ‘ow I want, and sit ‘ow I want, and suchlike.” Here she turned towards me and slumped against a wall and smiled in delight. “Aah,” she said quietly.

“I do understand, at least a bit,” I whispered. “With me, it’s speaking and…knowing things. Maestro wants for me to ‘speak like a scholar’ when I am with him, which is a lot of the time, and he constantly quizzes me on whatever I am studying. And I love the learning, and I love him, but I do feel pressure.”

“Yes, that’s it. That’s just it, pressure. But when you leave Maestro’s laboratory, you get to go home. I already am home.”

“That…would be more difficult,” I admitted.

Claire shrugged. “I mean, you know, there are upsides to knowing the king, so it’s OK.” She reached into a fold in her gown and produced a small thermos. “Do you like coffee?” She grinned.

“Actual coffee?” I asked.

“Actual coffee,” Claire confirmed.

I had only had a taste of Maestro’s real coffee a few times, and I had never had any from the castle’s private supply. “Yes, I like coffee,” I said.

Claire twisted off the top of the thermos, and it made a little cup when she flipped the top upside down. Carefully, she began to pour a dark and steaming brew into it. “Mother doesn’t approve; she says it will stunt my growth. But I have found that Old Greta will not report the heir to the throne if she occasionally borrows from the urn that is prepared in the kitchen each day.”

When the cup was full, she handed it to me. It smelled wonderful, and I took a large swig as if it were a glass of water.

Of course, it was so hot that I nearly screamed. I managed to remain silent, but my tongue was burned for a week afterward.

“You have to sip it until it cools off,” she said with wide, mirthful eyes. I didn’t have a thermos, and I hadn’t really understood how they worked. I tried to keep a single tear from escaping my left eye, and I failed to do so. It was a traitor, that tear. Claire giggled as silently as she could.

Then she took the cup from me and topped it off. She put it to her lips, blew on the liquid, and took a small sip. She repeated that a few times, and then handed the cup back to me.

This time, I adopted her technique and avoided further problems. And since I wasn’t scalding myself, I could appreciate the marvelous and subtle flavor of the coffee. It truly was a drink fit for a king. Or for a future queen.

We sat and sipped coffee in companionable silence until the thermos was nearly empty.

As an adult, I have learned that a regular drinker of coffee has his mood only somewhat affected by drinking it. But an occasional drinker of coffee can become almost intoxicated by it, and that is how I came to feel up in the balcony that day. At some point, I started to feel really relaxed, really loose, and just…silly. My senses were all finely tuned, and everything seemed highly interesting, even the droning of the clerk reading to the king far below.

I started to pay attention to the clerk’s words. At some point, he said, “Now I wish to particularly emphasize the dastardly provision that was snuck into Article Seven of the contract, Your Majesty. It is something so ugly that few of my men can stand to look upon it.”

And I said to Princess Claire, with a smile, “Sounds like your mother.”

Claire squinted at me, made a face, and said, “I beg your pardon?” In one single instant I didn’t feel relaxed or loose or silly anymore.

I picked it up on the football field - the insult-your-mother game or habit or whatever it was. All the guys were into it that spring. And since I didn’t go to school with the merchant’s kids, and I wasn’t a farm kid or a tradesman’s kid working in the family line of work, I needed to fit in somehow. So I became adept at taking jabs at people’s mothers that were sharp enough to be funny but clever enough to not quite start fights. I tried to explain some of that to Claire.

“But my mother is quite pretty. So I don’t understand the game at all,” she said.

“But that makes it even better,” I said. “You’re not actually insulting someone’s actual mother. You’re just, you know, burning them. Do you see?”

“No.”

“Look, say something to insult my mother.”

“I don’t know your mother. I mean, I’ve seen her.”

“That’s fine, I don’t know most of the mothers I’ve insulted. You don’t have to know her.”

“But you want me to insult her.”

“Yes.”

“Well, what should I insult her about?”

“Anything. You could make a clever reference about her appearance.”

“But your mother looks perfectly pleasant.”

“Yes, but that’s irrelevant. You make the joke as if she were the ugliest person in the Realm.”

“Hmm…I don’t know. What else could I say?”

“Well, you could imply that she is a raging drunk. Or that she is promiscuous.”

“I’m sure your mother is not promiscuous.”

“Again, that’s not necessary. It’s far funnier, actually, if she’s not.”

“I see. Alright, well then, Brian, your mother is a prostitute.”

“No, no, too direct. You have to imply that she might be a prostitute.”

“Oh. OK, Brian, then I suspect that it is possible that your mother is a prostitute. Better?”

“Not really, no. Look, it’s easier to piggyback the insult off of something that someone else has said.”

“Like when you started this after the man down there said something or other about discovering something so ugly no one wanted to see it.”

“Yes. It’s OK because it’s just an implied insult, and on top of that, it’s ridiculous, do you see?”

“I suppose so,” Claire said, but she didn’t seem to be amused. I felt sick to my stomach. I had wrecked the light good humor that we had shared in her special retreat, and I had made it awkward between us. My forehead was sweating from the coffee and clammy from worry, and I had never felt less worthy to be in someone’s presence. I had taken a budding friendship with someone remarkable and had crushed it by showing myself to be an idiot.

I was completely unsurprised when, after a few minutes of silence, Claire whispered, “I need to go so that I am not late to my tutoring.” I nodded, and we rose and departed the balcony.

In the corridors back to the main parts of the castle, I tried desperately to think of a friendly way to reconnect with Claire, but I couldn’t think of anything. I had blown it, well and truly.

A pair of soldiers rounded a corner. One was saying, “So I tol’ Billy to go an’ tell, oh, good day Your Grace,” he and his companion both paused to touch the brims of their helmets to acknowledge Claire before continuing on their way. “I tol’ Billy to go an’ tell the Sargeant that my men were near to fainting from the stench of it and to send reinforcements and masks, ‘cause it’ll take half a dozen men to clear it off, an’ that’s if we’re lucky.” They proceeded to walk around another corner and out of earshot.

Claire spoke to me without turning her head in my direction or changing her expression, and she said, “It seems that they have met your mother.”

I was too stunned to reply at first. The implications of the unexpected, well played, beautiful insult were more than I could process for a moment. But then I half laughed, and half exclaimed, with unforced delight, “Yes! Yes, you’ve got it! That’s perfect!”

Claire laughed as well and her face lit up with glee. “Oh! Oh, that is fun.” She hopped around me with her fists held up like a boxer and she punched me playfully on the shoulder. “I burned you good!”

“You did!”

“Your mother smells so very bad that it might take six soldiers just to get near enough to ask her to move about!” She actually clapped.

“It just might at that!”

“And then she’ll probably go to bed with all of them right afterwards!”

“What?! No, no, too far, too far.”

“Too far? Ah…I see. That last part was too direct.”

“Too direct. Subtlety, that’s the thing. But that first one was brilliant.”

Her laughter stopped, but I was glad to see that Claire was still smiling. “Well,” she said, “it is a good game, but I shall need your help perfecting my skill at it.”

We had arrived at a tall door inlaid with elaborate carvings of woodland creatures. “My tutor is waiting in here. I must go. I had fun with you today, Brian.” She disappeared through the door, still smiling, before I could respond.

I continued on until I reached a more familiar part of the castle. I turned left and headed for the exit that was nearest Maestro’s lab. All in all, I was in ecstasy over how the afternoon had unfolded. But between the coffee, and the worry that I had messed it all up with the princess, and the butterflies that came with learning I hadn’t blown it after all, my poor stomach was in a very, very sour condition.

I made my way to the lab and planned to search it for the little tablets that Maestro makes out of a combination of something like chalk and mint leaf. I whistled a happy tune all along the way.


Chapter 11

I continued to train with the Valkyries twice a week, and my skill increased rapidly. One of the weekly sessions was usually with Alpha, and the other was normally with Rho. Alpha was a good teacher although she was distant. But I developed a friendship with Rho over time. After our workouts, we would often rest and talk for awhile.

“What was your name before you were Elevated?” I asked her one day.

Rho gave me a surprisingly shy smile. She looked, just for a moment, more like a girl of my own age than a warrior who was more than fifteen years my senior.

“Angelique. Boy, I haven’t thought of my birth name for some time. My mother called me Angel, when I was a small girl. Mmm. Thank you for reminding me to think of that.” She shook her head. “It is easy to forget the early times, no?”

“It is, yes.” I looked off into the distance for awhile.

“You have just thought of a pleasant early memory of your own, I think,” Rho said.

I blinked. She was right, as she usually was. “I was thinking of my father. I don’t have too many memories of him, but I do remember sitting in a sunbeam and rolling a red ball with him and ducking my head and running under his arms while he pretended to try to grab me.”

Rho nodded. “It is good to remember. We train on that, you know. Letting good memories crowd out the bad memories. It helps for a warrior to not dwell too much on unpleasant remembrances.”

“Ah. I didn’t know you had training for…ways of thinking.”

“Train the body, train the mind, train the total self. That’s what we do.”

“And Alpha’s name was Alexis, I know.”

“It was.”

“What was her first Elevated name? What Greek letter did she go by before she became the Primero?”

“Oh, ho! By the good Lord, boy, that’s some question.”

I was surprised and taken aback by her response, and I worried I had done something wrong. “I’m sorry, is that offensive to ask?”

“No, it’s not offensive. But have you never heard the story?”

“No.”

“Truly?”

“I don’t know anything about it at all. Did she have…an unusual letter?”

“Well you guessed right about the unusual part.”

I waited for her to continue.

“She never had a first Elevated name. She went straight from her birth name to Alpha, all in one shot.”

I tried to puzzle out how that might have happened, but I couldn’t come up with a theory.

Rho lowered her voice. “I’ll tell you the story because you and I are friends, but this is not to be repeated, got it?”

I nodded my head.

“It happened this way. I had been Elevated and had taken the name Rho the year before. In Alpha’s year, there were three of them who passed all of the trials. They came before the named Vals just after nightfall, and the old Alpha - I’m going to call her the Primero so that the story doesn’t get confusing - the Primero entered the great meeting room carrying the old book that contains the words of the Elevation Ceremony that we have used since the beginning of the Order.

“She gave a ceremonial recognition to each of the three candidates and Elevated them. I won’t give you details about that part, but I will say that it is a powerful experience whether you are being Elevated yourself or are watching others go through the honors. It’s like being knighted by the king, in a way, but it’s much more personal. The pain that…Brian, you can’t imagine the amount of pain that must be endured to get to that point…”

I sat patiently and let Rho compose herself for a second.

“It hurts, Brian. Rising to the top of the Order hurts. But to go through everything, and emerge, and to earn Elevation - there’s nothing else like it. So anyway, emotions run high during the ceremony.

“Now, it came time for the selection of the new names. The Primero reminded everyone of the letters that were not, at the time, claimed by anyone. There was Upsilon - that one’s always unpopular, for some reason - and Epsilon, and Pi, and Gamma. Seems like there was one other one. Kappa, maybe? There are always enough Elevated Valkyries so that there are never too many choices.

“The first Val chose Gamma, and the second chose Pi. Then came Alexis’ turn. She was so young, Brian. She was only eighteen. No one had ever earned Elevation at such a young age.

“The Primero asked, ‘By what name shall you be known henceforth?’ And no one there will ever, ever forget her answer. ‘Alpha’, she said.

“Everyone gasped, Brian. There was nothing else to do. I think everyone there knew deep down what had to happen next, but we couldn’t get our heads around it until someone spelled it out for us.

“Zeta was the parliamentarian then just as she is now. She was the one who laid out everything that followed that night. She asked, ‘Do you challenge for the leadership of the Independent Order of Valkyries by right of combat?’ ‘I do,’ Alexis answered.

“There were more gasps. No one had made a challenge by right of combat for 200 years, and I don’t think anyone had ever even considered that a newly Elevated sister might do it. Someone objected, I can’t remember who it was, that a challenge could not be made by one who was not yet Elevated. I remember Zeta said to her, ‘She has been Elevated for several minutes now. Taking a name and being Elevated are distinct events. Any Elevated sister holds the right of challenge by combat. The challenge is valid.’ Then she turned to the Primero and said, ‘A challenge has been issued and recognized. Do you concede your leadership?’

“The Primero dropped all formalities for a minute, and that’s when I knew she might be in trouble. Do you know what she said, Brian?”

“I can’t guess,” I said.

“She said, ‘Of course not.’ Just like that. ‘Of course not.’ Like she was a milkmaid who had been asked if she would like to have a date with the village drunk. She was shocked, Brian, and she did a poor job of covering it up.

“Then Zeta went on. ‘The challenged does not cede leadership to the challenger. The challenged shall select the weapons to be used.’ The Primero had regained a bit of her composure by then, and she stared Alexis down and said, ‘None.’

“Brian, I don’t know if she wanted to find the least lethal way out, or if she just wanted to beat her adversary with her bare hands for having the audacity to issue the challenge. Either way, she didn’t do herself any favors. The Primero was the best sword in the Valkyries. Her skill with the sword was why she was the Primero. No one would fight her when the previous leader retired, and she was made Primero by unanimous acclimation. That’s how we select most of our leaders, by the way.

“So after that, Zeta said, ‘The Challenger will select the terms of victory.’ And Brian, what do you know but Alexis stared down the Primero and said, ‘Death’. And no one gasped then - everyone just fell silent until one sister - it was Beta - said, ‘Those are not proper terms of victory, surely.’ Zeta answered her, ‘They are proper terms, subject to the limitation outlined by the Conference of 126 RE. So long as either combatant may yield and choose exile at any time during the combat, the terms of victory may indeed be death.’

“Some of the sisters turned furious then. A few of the sisters started crying, too. The old Primero was popular, Brian. She was respected. She was even loved. No one in the room including me could imagine her dead or exiled, and that turned the mood of most of the sisters to anger. Vals started to shout, ‘How dare you!’ and ‘Kill her Alpha!’ and a lot of other things that aren’t proper for a boy to hear that echoed in the high ceilings of the formal room. And Alexis just stood, cold as ice, and stared straight ahead with almost no expression at all.

“Well, after a little while, and I don’t really know how long because time seemed to be out of whack, you know? But after awhile Zeta’s voice cut through all of it and silenced everyone. ‘The terms are set! The combat will be without weapons, and will continue until death or submission. It is my right as Parliamentarian to be the sole arbiter of when and whether victory has been attained. Because there are no weapons to be retrieved, combat will commence immediately. Fight!!’

“And just like that, it started. We didn’t know what to do, Brian. Most of us just kind of shuffled back a few steps at a time and made a loose circle around Alexis and the Primero and Zeta.

Alexis and the Primero shed their ceremonial robes and cast them aside. They started to circle each other wearing only plain white cotton shorts and tank tops - no shoes, no gloves, just like brand new novices who had not earned the right to train with weapons. It was surreal, Brian.

“They closed on each other, and the Primero struck first. She landed two straight punches to Alexis’ face and bloodied her. Most of the Vals cried out in support.

“I didn’t cheer. Alexis didn’t defend those punches properly, and I think she let herself be struck. I think she wanted the Primero to feel overconfident, and I think maybe she wanted to feel the pain. I knew that the Primero didn’t have the upper hand.

“When the Primero threw a third punch, Alexis ducked underneath it and from a strong base, she landed an absolutely horrid left hand to the Primero’s lower ribs on her right side. That blow made a loud, hollow, meaty sound that I had never heard outside of a butcher’s shop. Most of the Vals gasped when they heard it.

“The Primero leaned to the right to favor her side for just a split second, and in that split second Alexis swung her left elbow in a wide arc. It was fast. Scary-quick, as my ma used to say. Her elbow connected with the Primero’s cheekbone and opened a deep gash.

“Then Alexis charged. The Primero was the most skilled among us, and she had balance and body control that few have ever possessed, but Alexis had too much momentum and rage to resist. She tackled the Primero to the ground and knelt astride her, and then her attack really started.

“Alexis didn’t try to grapple, and she didn’t throw even one punch while they were on the ground. She struck with more elbows. Over and over again, rights and lefts. Always from straight overhead, and always at the Primero’s face. The Primero was an elite warrior, and she was able to block many of them, but not all of them. One elbow rained down and broke her nose with a tremendous crunch. Another landed at the top of her ear and nearly tore it off, I think. And one elbow landed on that gash on the right cheekbone and made it into a cavern. After that one, Alexis surprised me by standing up and backing off a few paces. Then she started screaming.

“’Get up!! GET UP!!!’ she yelled at the Primero. And the Primero got up, Brian. It took her several seconds, but she rose to her feet. There was so much blood. Have you ever seen wounds to the face, boy?”

I admitted that I had not.

“They bleed. They bleed fast and freely. Some blood flowed from her nose, and some from her ear, but that wound on her cheek - blood just pulsed out of it. You could see more of it emerge each time her heart beat. The entire right side of her face was completely covered in bright red blood.

“But the Primero rolled her shoulders and she assumed her fighting stance. I always remember that, Brian. I heard a couple of sisters say aloud what everyone else was already thinking. ‘She must yield,’ they said. But she did not. She assumed her fighting stance.

“Alexis closed quickly. The Primero held her hands high to defend her face, so Alexis attacked elsewhere. She delivered a sharp kick to the ribs where she had done damage earlier, and the Primero cried out.

“Then Alexis seemed for a moment to make a mistake. She made a slow, awkward straight kick at the injured side, and the Primero caught Alexis’ left leg by the ankle and held it. I wondered if she would twist the leg to bring Alexis to the ground and start a counterattack. Some of the sisters let out a cheer. But Alexis knew what she was doing. She hadn’t made a mistake at all.

“Do you know what an elevated reverse roundhouse kick is, boy?” Rho asked me.

“I, ah, I’m not sure,” I said.

“Stand up here in front of me.” I did as Rho asked. In an instant, she pivoted on her left foot and spun sharply away from me, raising her right leg high as she completed a full 360 degree circle. As she completed the rotation, her foot whipped a few inches above my head with such force that I could actually hear it cut the air. By reflex, I ducked, not that it would have been in time to help if Rho had intended me harm.

“That’s a reverse roundhouse kick. It’s a good thing that you haven’t grown to your full height yet, boy. Your head might be rolling over in that direction!”

I agreed that it was good that I was not any taller.

“Now, a lot of sisters can land that kick. All of the named sisters can. But what if you can’t pivot on your left foot as you rotate? What if your left foot is held off the ground by your opponent? Do you know how many sisters can land a reverse roundhouse kick from that position?”

“Only a few?” I ventured.

“One. It’s impossible. Except for Alexis. She can do it. And the night she earned her name by combat, she landed it.

“The Primero held Alexis’ left leg firmly by the foot, and she was surely only an instant from doing terrible things to it. But Alexis bent her right leg into a crouch and leapt, Brian. Gravity had no hold on her at all, not then. She spun in a violent twist and she just levitated, or at least that’s what it looked like to me. She completed a full revolution in a flash and kicked the Primero flush on the wounded cheek.

“The Primero never had a chance. No one knew that kind of attack was even possible, and besides that, I don’t think she had any peripheral vision on the right side at all - there was too much blood on her face. She didn’t duck and she didn’t block. She didn’t even lean back or turn her head away from the kick to lessen the impact. Every bit of the energy went straight to her face, and her head just snapped to the left. I thought her neck was broken. She collapsed to her knees and pitched to the side, hard. Her head bounced off the ground, and she made a small groan lying on one side. Her fingers curled back in all kinds of crazy directions and her back arched, but I don’t think she had any control at all over those things.

“I’ve seen sisters wounded in battle, and even run through with blades a couple of times, and none of them ever looked half as damaged, half as broken, as the Primero did there on the floor.

“But Alexis wasn’t finished yet. She bounded towards the Primero and slid up right behind her on the ground. She snaked an arm around her neck and rolled on her back, pulling the Primero on top of her. Then she squeezed. Oh, Lord, Brian, she squeezed.

“The Primero woke up quick. Her eyes shot open and she tried to scream, but she couldn’t move any air in or out, and so she couldn’t make any noise at all. The half of her face that wasn’t covered in blood turned a bright red, and then brick red.

“The sisters started to cry out. ‘Yield!’, ‘Submit!’, ‘Mercy!’, ‘Stop this!!’. But Zeta shouted ‘Silence!’ and no one stepped forward.

“Zeta hovered over the two of them for long seconds, eyes darting, looking for any sign of submission. The Primero thrashed about, but each movement only let Alexis’ arm slide deeper under her chin. The color in her face went from red to purple, and at the very end, Brian, it turned a color I’ve never seen anywhere else in my entire life. It was like a mix of violet and green, but that’s not quite right. It was the color of pestilence, Brian. The Primero was balanced right on the razor’s edge between life and death, but she was aware. I could see that her eyes were open and that she was aware.

“What do you do in that kind of a spot? She had been in a society of warriors since the age of nine, risen through the ranks, and emerged as the finest among us. It was her life’s work and we were her family. The Valkyries were everything she knew, and exile awaited if she submitted. And Valkyries are trained to face death, if it comes, with defiance. We do NOT surrender. Ever. That is our way.”

“But if the worst comes, can you really do it? Can you actually lay down your life? And what if the combat you are engaged in has rules? What if the only thing required to save yourself is to pat your hand on the ground three times? When such a small act will stop all of the pain, and all of the suffering, and allow you to continue your existence, can you resist it, even with a lifetime of training?

“The Primero couldn’t. She slapped her hand on the ground three times, then added a fourth and fifth for good measure. Zeta shouted ‘HALT!’ and I wondered if Alexis would.

“She did, though. She slid from beneath the Primero in one smooth motion and sprang back up to her feet. She kind of bounced and shifted her weight from foot to foot, ready to attack again if Zeta changed her mind. But it was over.

“The Primero sounded like a bellows as she gulped great lungsful of air, and Beta and Iota rushed to her side, not that they could do much to help her.

“Zeta had a lot to say then. ‘The terms of victory have been met. The challenge by combat is successful. Alpha, you are Descended. By law, your name reverts to Margaret. Further, you have submitted in a death challenge, and by law, you are exiled from the Order. Alexis Ross, you have chosen and will assume the name Alpha. You are Ascended to the office of Primero with immediate effect. The Independent Order of Valkyries is yours to lead.’

“So now every sister looked dazed. And we all looked to Alexis to see what she would say. I wondered if she would explain why she had made the challenge, or would speak of the greater good and the need for new leadership. I even wondered if she might suspend Margaret’s exile. She could have done that. A Primero can pardon all crimes within the sisterhood, and she can suspend exiles, too. But the new Alpha didn’t do any of those things.

“She glared at us, and she spoke slowly, almost spitting out each individual syllable. She was covered in Margaret’s blood, and there was nothing but barely controlled rage in her voice. What she said was, ‘This…ceremony…is over.’ She turned to Margaret, who was still lying helpless on the ground, and said, ‘You have one hour…to vacate…the compound. You will NOT...return...for any reason…what…so…ever.’

“Then she started talking at a more normal pace, but with the same intensity. She turned to Beta and Iota and said, ‘The two of you may assist her. No one else. Everyone else return to your quarters. I shall be absent for one week’s time. You will train in the courtyard from dawn until noon each day. Delta shall lead in my absence. Dismissed!’

“She stared us down, and we all did as she commanded and left. And that’s how Alpha rose to power. In five minutes, we swapped a Primero who was respected and loved for a new one who was feared, and some of the sisters took time to adjust. But in the end, we all follow the new Alpha willingly and loyally.

“If you have to go into battle, and if you only have one chance to defeat an enemy, and maybe a slim chance at that, who do you want to follow, you know? The Valkyries are stronger with Alexis as leader, and the strength of the Sisterhood is what matters in the end.”

I sat silently and considered the unbelievable story. “Thank you for telling me all of that,” I said.

“You’re welcome, young Brian. You’re not one of us, but you’re kind of an honorary Val. It’s good for you to know more of our history.” She smiled. “I have to go, now, or I’ll be late. I’ll see you next week.” She rose and started to walk away

“See you, Rho,” I said. When she had gone a few paces, I called out one question that had been on my mind. “The old Alpha, Margaret…she isn’t…ah, you know, is she…”

“She is, Brian,” Rho said. “These days, she goes by Maggie Snow.”


Chapter 12

Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

A man in a finely made black suit sat in a high backed chair. A crimson sash emerged from behind his left lapel and ran diagonally across his torso towards his right hip before eventually disappearing again behind his unbuttoned jacket. The sash was matched by a single rose tucked into his lapel. The rest of his clothes - his belt, shirt, shoes, socks, and thin leather gloves - were an ebony darker even than his suit. He had been dressing in a similar manner for many centuries.

His chair sat upon a raised dais at one end of a large rectangular room. Black carpeting covered the dais and two steps that descended to the room’s floor, and black fabric covered the high backed chair. A single sheet of paper rested on a small table near the chair. The table appeared to have been carved from onyx.

Four smaller chairs set in a semicircle flanked the man in the black suit. They were occupied by three men and one woman. The woman wore a dress of scarlet.

The floor of the great room stretched out in front of the dais for eighty feet. It was made of yard-wide slabs of marble that alternated in color, black and white, black and white. From the dais, they looked like diamonds. From the corners of the room, they seemed to form an enormous chess board.

A single white chair had been placed at the foot of the dais. A pair of men with military insignia on their shoulders escorted a third man to the chair. Their polished boots echoed in the large space. They sat the man down in the white chair none too gently and took a step back from him.

“Ah. Salutations,” the man in the finely made black suit said to the newcomer. He consulted the page of notes on the onyx table. “Craig. Craig, is it?”

“Yes, Lord.” The man in the white chair appeared to be very, very nervous.

“Craig, then. Excellent. It is good to meet you. I am Jeffrey.”

“I know, Lord Jeffrey, I know.”

“Ah, good. Now we have become acquainted. So…to business.” His expression changed from pleasant to grave. “Craig Bartholemew, you stand accused, by two witnesses, of breaking an Oath. Have you any response to this charge?”

Now Craig had much to say. “It were all a mistake, your Lordship. They ain’t seen what they thought they seen at all, at least not really they…”

Lord Jeffrey held up a hand, and Craig fell silent. He waved one long finger back and forth slowly. “Tut, tut,” he said. “You will have to do better than that. We have two members of the Society who have attested to your transgression. One of them was the leader of your expedition, and he happens to be an old friend of mine. I would very much like to hear anything you have to say on the matter that does not involve accusing your accusers. So. Continue. But please, mind your grammar. It is atrocious.”

Craig swallowed hard. “I were only…ah, I…felt to be threatened, Lord Jeffrey, and that was why I done, why I did, what I done. Sir.”

“I see. A case of self defense, then?”

Craig relaxed just the tiniest fraction. “Er, that is correct. The gen’leman of the farmhouse threatened me. With a poker. You know, from a fireplace? He jabbed it at me there at his door, and I defended meself. Myself. I acted on account of self defense.”

“Hmm…well, that does sound like a serious attack on your person. But,” here Lord Jeffrey consulted his paper again, “ah, yes, Craig. I had forgotten. I do apologize. But Craig, perhaps we should review the relevant Oath.”

Now Craig looked substantially less relaxed. “Alright, my Lord.”

“The relevant Oath, unless I misremember, is this: ‘I shall abide by the rule that a member of the Society may not enter a dwelling-place without the express permission of the owner or lawful resident.’ Does that sound familiar, Craig?”

“Ah…it does, Lord Jeffrey.”

“And does the Oath seem to offer exceptions?”

“Ah, no, my Lord.”

“And has the Oath been modified? Perhaps it has been amended, in a way that has escaped my notice?”

“No, I don’t believe so.”

“I see. Well, then, we have two witnesses who attest that you did in fact enter a dwelling-place without leave to do so, and that you then proceeded to slaughter a middle aged farmer before you were brought to heel. Any aspect of the mayhem that might be called self defense is not relevant. And so, Craig, I find you to be an Oathbreaker, and I have…”

“My Lord, if you will only allow,” Craig interrupted.

“Silence him!” Lord Jeffrey shouted. The guards behind Craig efficiently gagged him by placing a short black rope between his teeth and tying the rope’s ends together behind his head.

“The time for talking is finished, Craig. It is now time for you to listen. May I have your word - not that it is worth very much - that you will listen with your full attention?”

Craig nodded. His eyes were wide open, and a small high pitched whistle escaped from his nose at least once every second.

“Very good. Thank you. To continue. I authorized your party to Harvest, not to become barbarians. We are civilized. The Oaths help to keep us so.

“The normal penalty for Oathbreaking is to be Harvested yourself. But I must tell you, Craig, that the thought of consuming your blood, well, it makes me more than a bit nauseous.” Lord Jeffrey wrinkled his nose. A few chuckles came from the four seats on the dais behind him. He turned to the woman to his left. Her long, clinging red gown was gathered at the waist with a thick black belt. The belt was matched by thin black bracelets around her wrists and ankles, and by a thin black headband that held back her raven-dark hair.

“Lorelai, what say you? Would you consume this man’s blood?”

The woman in scarlet sneered at the prisoner. “The blood of this Oathbreaker? Not for tide nor treasure, my love.”

“Mmm, I see. What of the rest of you?”

Curt reactions came from the men on the dais, each of six syllables. “Never, never, my Lord,” “He is too repulsive,” “Not on a bet, Jeffrey.”

“I suspected as much,” said Lord Jeffrey. “And so the question remains: what shall be done with you?”

Craig squirmed on his seat.

Lord Jeffrey steepled his fingers and touched them to his chin as he pondered for a moment. Then, he seemed to arrive at an idea. “Perhaps we should leave him for the wolves?”

Lorelai chimed in. “The wolves are our allies. It seems unkind to feed them such excrement as this.”

“Mmm, yes. The wolves can neither write nor reckon, but their natural loyalty is perhaps superior to any bonds that may be forged with a contract. So. Something else.”

Lord Jeffrey steepled his fingers a second time and again touched them to his chin. At length, he seemed to arrive at a new idea.

“Gregory,” he said to the man immediately to his right. “Have we any wooden stakes at present?”

Craig’s eyes opened even wider and he began to squeal. Lord Jeffrey waived a hand at him and said, “Not that.” Craig’s squealing stopped, but his eyes remained enormous.

The man called Gregory replied. “My Lord, I’m sure we do.” He, like the other two men who shared the dais with Lord Jeffrey and Lorelai, wore plain but well made black trousers, black shoes, and a black shirt fastened with black buttons.

“I see. And Gary?” Lord Jeffrey asked the next man in line. “Have we, at present, any lengths of rope in our storeroom?”

Gary looked much like Gregory. He answered, “I am certain we do, Lord.”

Lord Jeffrey winced. “Gary!” he shouted. He spun in his chair and turned to level an intense glare. He tilted his head slowly to the right and squinted his right eye halfway shut.

Gary jerked back in his chair, and his mouth opened and closed a few times. “Yes, we do, Lord Jeffrey,” he said, counting to six on his fingers as he gave a modified answer with the correct number of syllables.

Lord Jeffrey nodded. “That’s better.” He turned back towards the prisoner. Gary wiped a drop of sweat from his forehead and exhaled quietly.

Lord Jeffrey resumed his questions. “Glen? Have we, at present, any honey in the larder?”

“Yes, we always do, Lord.” Glen responded.

“Wonderful. Now. Last question. Lorelai, would you say that the Society has any particular alliance with the ants?”

“No, Jeffrey. Although we may very occasionally share overlapping interests, none could claim anything resembling an alliance with the ants.”

“I thought not. Very good. Guards, commit this to memory, if you would be so kind. Tomorrow, an hour after sunrise, you will bind this prisoner and escort him to the North Field. There, you shall conduct a search and locate the largest mound of ants that can be found in a reasonable length of time.”

Craig began to jerk against his bindings and resume his squealing.

“Good grief,” Lord Jeffrey said. “Guards, encourage the prisoner to fall silent, but make sure he stays conscious so that he can hear his sentence.”

One of the guards drew a baton from a belt holster, took a full windup, and delivered a crushing strike to Craig’s right kneecap. The squealing intensified for a brief moment and then subsided into quiet whimpers.

“Thank you,” Lord Jeffrey said. “If he becomes unruly again, please do the same to the other knee. Now, where was I? Ah, yes. You will drive several stakes into the ground around the mound of ants. You will strip the prisoner down to his short clothes and lay him, face up, atop the mound. You will then use the lengths of rope to bind him securely, hand and foot, to the stakes. You will cover him with generous amounts of honey. And last, you will probe the mound with sticks - use long ones so as not to get the ants on yourselves! - until the ants are good and agitated.”

Craig started weeping quietly.

“Then, fall back to a safe distance and observe. Take along a picnic, if you like. And I don’t want for you to spend the entire day out there, so…what would be a good marker? Let’s say…when the ants have consumed…his eyelids, you are free to return. Are there any questions?”

Both guards shook their heads and chose not to speak. They could both count to six, but not reliably.

“Wonderful. You may remove the prisoner. Thank you.”

The guards dragged Craig away. Lord Jeffrey turned to Lorelai, who was smiling. “You approve, my love?”

“I like it,” she said, laughing as she uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the other way.

Lord Jeffrey nodded and turned his attention to a new pair of guards who stood waiting at the far end of the chamber with a new prisoner between them. He gestured to them. “Enter!”

A minion wearing a red shirt, red tie, and red trousers climbed the two stairs to the top of the dais, bowed repeatedly, and placed a large goblet on the onyx table before withdrawing. Lord Jeffrey retrieved the goblet and took a long swig of the dark liquid it contained.

Now, while Lord Jeffrey enjoys his drink, let us consider time.

Time has interesting properties, particularly in the in between place that things made of matter can reach only by sitting with their center of mass parked atop the Center of a void. But there are ways that time never behaves, at least where anything made of matter is concerned.

It does not flow backwards. It may skip ahead and fold and warp and slow, but it does not reverse. The past can be accessed, but the flow of time is strictly one-way.

But what if it could? What if reality could reverse like an old fashioned film run backwards through a projector? What might happen to the extra large, pint-and-a-half serving of blood that fills the goblet on Lord Jeffrey’s onyx table? Well…

First it would be collected by the minion in the red shirt, tie, and trousers who just placed it there. The minion would then walk backwards, bowing and scraping, out of the room. He would keep going, arrive at a flight of stone steps, and, still walking backwards, begin to descend them. He would back down a flight, and then a second, and then a third.

He would approach a stool, sit upon it, and hold a clear, empty bag over the goblet. The blood would rise from the cup into the little opening at the bottom of the bag, first in drips, then in a small stream, then in a large stream. The minion would snap a cover over the opening just as the last of the blood had flowed upwards into the bag.

The minion would rise and walk backwards out of the room and down a long hall. It would get dimmer and dustier and dirtier as he went. He would arrive at a thick door, one of many, with a small barred window at eye level and a small metal slot at the bottom. He would insert a key and turn a lock, open the door, and walk inside.

A prisoner with a long, ungroomed beard and shackles around his wrists and ankles would lie on a cot drifting in and out of consciousness. The minion would hang the bag of blood from a short shepherd’s hook and place an IV into the prisoner’s arm.

The tube connecting the bag to the prisoner’s arm would carry the blood from the bag back into the prisoner’s vein until, rather than being dangerously low on blood and having an absurdly rapid heartbeat to compensate, the prisoner would have a normal five liters circulating through his system.

But enough reversing the flow of time, which can only be done in the imagination. Let us return to the present.

The prisoner lies flat on his back, woozy from a lack of blood. His thoughts are scattered, but he is accustomed to the sensation. His blood is taken from him many times a year, and the quantity taken is often quite unsafe. He has been enduring this cycle for over nine years.

When he finds himself in this condition, he remains calm. He knows that staying calm gives him the best chance to survive. He has a wife at home. She has no doubt thought him dead for a long time, but she may need him still, and he longs to at the very least return to her and let her know that he is OK, even if she has moved on with her life. In his optimistic moments, he fancies that she waits for him still and hopes against hope for his return, and he imagines resuming his life with her.

And then there is the boy. So young when the prisoner left on the mission that led to his capture and long captivity. So bright, so charming, so full of life. The prisoner thinks of his son and waits for the opportunity to return to him. He dreams of a child with eyes of different colors, one brown and one blue.


Part II - The Conflict


Chapter 13

Two years passed. They were years of change for me, just as they are for almost everyone who ages from thirteen up to fifteen years old. I emerged from the period with size and skills, knowledge and experience, and perspective and discipline that I had never before possessed. I also gained the ability to grow a beard. Several nearly transparent whiskers sprouted on each side of my chin, and they were just visible if I didn’t shave them for a week or two, and if the bright noonday sun caught them at just the right angle.

I’m not sure if I was happier at the end of the two years. It is difficult to recapture the peace that often accompanies the simplicity of younger years. But if I didn’t necessarily feel happier, I felt better, stronger, and more able to handle myself. I felt good about my days, if in a different way than before.

During those years my education focused on medicine, and I learned by doing, as Maestro always called it. I became adept at setting broken bones and wrapping splints around them, pulling rotten teeth, draining boils, and assessing infections. The absolute worst of those were the ingrown toenails. The men-at-arms had them more often than you would think, and the soldiers didn’t come to see Maestro until the toes were badly infected. I hated that part of the job. When I had to treat them, I used to envy boys my age who merely had to spread manure in their father’s fields all through the day. That seemed a much cleaner job.

I learned more than healing. Maestro taught me mathematics, and those lessons almost always made sense to me. He tried to teach me some basic French and Spanish and something called Latin, but I never seemed able to grasp anything but the most basic vocabulary, and he mostly gave up after awhile.

My favorite lessons covered history. Modern history was sort of appealing to me, but I really loved Maestro’s stories of the Olden Times before the Kinetic War destroyed almost everything. I learned of Joan of Arc, Isaac Newton, George Washington, and of course of the Red Tyrant and the Last King of the West. I felt comfort in the old stories and in imagining myself a part of a series of events that had been unfolding for a long, long time.

I still trained with the Valkyries twice a week, and after a couple of hundred sessions with Alpha or Rho, and sometimes others, my fighting skill, balance, and toughness improved dramatically. If it hadn’t, I don’t know how I could have survived some of those lessons.

I often sparred with Corinne, the redhead I met just inside the front gate on my first trip to the House of the Valkyries. She always taunted me and called me Wullumbrine, but one time, after the training was over, she became…friendly. But they say a gentleman never talks, so enough said about that.

I kissed her. Behind the novices’ quarters. For quite awhile, actually.

She kissed in more-or-less the same way that she sparred. I found the experience exhilarating, but after the first few moments I also felt like if I failed to be in a state of sharp defensive readiness I might sustain an injury of some kind. She was passionate and forceful and alive. She ended things that day by pulling away from me, then bringing her eyes inches from mine and saying, “You will tell no one of this,” while patting my cheek none too gently, and then walking away.

The next time I saw her she seemed to have lost interest in me, and when she started turning up around town with an older boy, I wasn’t sure whether to be glum or relieved. I was both for a week or so.

Of course, I was in love with Princess Claire the entire time, just as I had been since I assisted with her appendectomy. Just as I am today, for that matter. But she was so unattainable, so far above me, that I never allowed myself to entertain thoughts that I would actually end up romantically involved with her. I daydreamed about her, of course, but I knew that my station and hers were separated by an uncrossable gulf. I was simply grateful for the times we spent together.

Let’s see, what else? I got much better at football. The truth is that when you train with named Valkyries on a regular basis, the prospect of being tackled by strong but essentially unskilled boys of your own age is simply not that intimidating. I became an absolutely fearless halfback, and our team’s fortunes rose with my improved play. We even travelled to the Omaha District and beat Yarmouth at their own field one year. The Scotties almost never lose on their home turf, but they did that day. I scored three touchdowns, and my popularity improved dramatically and permanently.

There’s just one other thing to convey from this period, but it affected many, many things that were to follow. It involved King Harold. I’m not sure what to say, except that His Majesty simply got dumb.

I didn’t encounter him too often, but whenever I did, at least until I was about fourteen, he was brilliant. He projected energy to the entirety of whatever room he entered. After that, he seemed a little bit more listless each time I saw him. He grew quieter and less animated by degrees. I accompanied Maestro to his chambers a time or two, but after I set up our equipment Queen Sarah would always ask me to leave the chambers. I was never present for his examinations, and Maestro had little to say about them afterwards. “I am sorry, Brian,” he told me after one of the exams, “but it is a royal prerogative to command that certain things not be discussed. I will only say I do not believe that His Majesty is at any acute risk of catastrophic decline.” I asked him if he would be making further examinations, and he answered, “Oh, I imagine so, yes,” without elaborating.

I wanted to ask Claire about it, but how do you ask a princess to tell you what is ailing her father the king? If she didn’t want to bring it up, I certainly wasn’t going to myself.

And so, King Harold declined. He made fewer public appearances, and when he was seen, he made fewer comments to those around and he seemed to be less and less engaged. His gaze often seemed to focus on some point far, far away.

The queen picked up the slack and did more and more of the talking when affairs of state were conducted. Everyone knew something was wrong, but no one knew what it might be.

That started to change the day I snuck into the larder beneath the castle looking for peppermint sticks.


Chapter 14

“No, it’s the absolute truth, I tell you!” Maestro said to me as we inventoried various liquids in the lab. “I have found too many references to it for it to be a fabrication.”

“But it’s ridiculous!” I protested.

“Nevertheless!”

“What did they call it, again?”

“Daylight Savings Time.”

“But, but…where’d they get the hour from?”

“They didn’t get it from anywhere, they just made it up.”

“You can’t just ‘make up’ an hour!”

“You should hear what they did with money,” Maestro muttered.

I tilted my head sideways. Maestro continued.

“But that’s a story for another time - a long story, as it turns out. Look, the point is that they simply made an agreement about the hour. They didn’t need to find an hour, or anything spooky like that.”

“And so just…everyone. All the Americans agreed…”

“Not just them. Everyone, everywhere. The whole world, it appears.”

“OK, then, everyone, everywhere. They all agreed that they would all just turn their clocks ahead an hour, all at the same time.”

“Right.”

“On a particular day.”

“Right.”

“For what possible purpose?!”

“So that it would be light for an extra hour at night. Thus daylight savings.”

I thought that over. “But then, if you shift all the clocks like that, doesn’t it get to…morning…an hour later at the start of the day?”

“That’s true; they didn’t save much daylight in the morning.”

“So on balance, they didn’t save any daylight at all.”

“Right.”

“Were they all…delusional?”

“Well, they did manage to destroy civilization for a few centuries.”

“Mmm,” I said.

Maestro worked his way down the row of flasks and made periodic notations on a list as he went. One more thing was bugging me that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Then I had it.

“You said that they did this thing with their clocks every year.”

“It appears they did, yes.”

“So then, wouldn’t their time completely flip upside down every twelve years? Noon becomes midnight and vice versa?”

“Ah, no, they fixed that. Every autumn they agreed to turn all the clocks backwards by an hour.”

“Now you’re just toying with me!” I threw a nearby rag in his general direction.

He laughed mirthfully. “I assure you! I have seen records in the Archives that they did exactly that!”

Now I was laughing, too. “So, what, Darkness Savings Time?”

“I…don’t think that’s what they called that one. But who knows? The name fits.”

Somewhat ironically, the old cuckoo clock in the corner of the lab picked that moment to sound two o’clock, and Maestro’s expression changed. “Ah,” he said. “I’ll need to wrap up here presently and start walking. Maggie Snow has asked me to tea at three o’clock.”

“Huh,” I said. The former Alpha of the Valkyries who now looked after the animals that Jack rescued lived deep in the forest. Maestro and Maggie seemed to be good friends of late. I wondered if they might become more than friends. They seemed to enjoy each other’s company.

On the other hand, in all the years that I had known him, Maestro never seemed to hold any romantic feelings towards anyone at all.

He stowed his inventory list in a drawer and rinsed his hands in a bucket of clean water. As he dried them, he lowered his voice and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “Brian…I have a secret mission for you while I am away.”

I was all ears. “What is it?”

He leaned forward. “Well, I happened to be in the castle yesterday, and what do you think I saw being delivered, but an entire - completely full, mind you - cannister of peppermint sticks.”

“What?” This was a true rarity. My mouth started watering at the thought of them.

“Indeed. Now, of the two of us…how to put it? You are young. If you are caught attempting to smuggle a few out of the larder for us, you can probably claim confusion of some kind and be sent on your way. Or in a pinch, you can just make a run for it. I would be hard pressed to carry out either of those exit strategies.”

I saw the logic in this. “How many should I get?”

“Mmm…best not to be too greedy. Say, three or four?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’ll go right now.” I was excited and ready to start. A map of the best entrance and exit routes for the time of day sprang into my mind. “If anyone along the way asks, I’ll just tell them that Maestro needs oregano.”

“Oregano?”

“No good?”

“I can’t see why I’d need oregano. Better make it salt. There are lots of experiments I might plausibly conduct that would require salt.”

“Salt. Right. I’ll get to it, then.”

“Good lad. Meet back here about five?”

“Five, right.” I nodded in mock seriousness. Maestro gave me a return nod and a sharp little salute, and I left on my secret mission.

Once I got to the castle, I didn’t take the most direct route to the larder. I instead took a roundabout path that maximized my chances of running into Claire. I did the same thing every time I was in the castle on an errand, and this time, it worked.

She emerged from around a corner into my corridor. She wore a long yellow gown with a square cut neckline and white lace at the hem and sleeves. She spotted me and smiled, and my heart raced. “Brian!” She made a subtle motion with her hand, and the constable who accompanied her froze in his tracks and allowed her to approach me alone.

“Princess,” I said with a small bow.

She stopped in front of me and touched my hand lightly. “It has been too long. How are you?” She smiled, and there was her wonderful slightly crooked tooth, and there were her crystal clear green eyes looking into mine.

I felt like blushing and drooling and averting my gaze, but I was no longer the boy who had earned the nickname Wullumbrine. I was not actually confident, but I had acquired a very useful new skill. I had learned to fake having confidence.

“Can’t complain, princess, how about yourself?” I said. Smoothly, I thought.

“Can’t complain,” she said, shaking her head just a bit. She was still making eye contact with happy eyes! “So what brings you to the seat of government on this fine day?” she asked.

I was very pleased that the truth was actually somewhat interesting. “Well,” I said. I looked dramatically over her shoulder at the constable who remained in place at the far end of the corridor. Claire looked over her shoulder and then back at me. She raised her eyebrows questioningly.

“As it happens,” I continued in a low voice, “I have been sent to steal peppermint sticks from the larder.” The story sounded lame as it came out of my mouth, but I grinned and faked confidence as if my life depended on it.

Claire brought her hands together in a silent clap. “We have them?” she whispered.

“My sources say so.”

“Oh! Can you get me one?”

Her question surprised me. “You can’t just wander down there and get anything you want?”

“You would think so, but Old Greta only lets me take coffee from the urn in the outer kitchen. She won’t let me back in the larder.”

“Actually?”

“Actually. You’d think she would have more respect for the heir to the throne, but what can you do? She runs the kitchen like a tyrant.” Claire made a small waving gesture with her hands. “So tell me, what’s your plan for getting past her?”

“Well as it turns out, I have a bit of intelligence about Old Greta’s schedule. She takes tea at three o’clock…”

“Like everyone does, right. But she drinks it at her stool in full view of the door to the larder. I’ve tried that.”

“Right, yes. But what is less well known is what she does at half past three.”

“Yes?”

“Every day, at 3:30, Old Greta takes a constitutional.”

A crease appeared between Claire’s eyebrows. “How do you mean?”

“I mean that she visits the water closet.”

Claire’s eyebrows raised in understanding. “Every day?”

“Often for some length of time.”

“As regularly as that?”

“Just like clockwork.”

“Wowww. What about the rest of the kitchen staff?”

“Off duty until four o’clock when they report back to begin preparing supper.”

Claire nodded. “The perfect crime,” she said.

“The perfect crime,” I echoed.

“I have violin tutoring now and then a formal dinner with Mother, and I won’t be back until late. If you accomplish your task, how will you get my peppermint stick to me?”

That was a logistical problem I had not considered. Claire’s chambers were guarded at all times. I was known and I was free to be in some parts of the castle, but I could hardly gain access to the royal family’s residential areas, so I couldn’t just slip it under her door. I would have to leave it with a trusted third party.

“I’ll leave it with Old Davy; he’s always working late.”

“Perfect!” Claire exclaimed. “I shall make sure that I have a situation that requires immediate attention in the linen room. Perhaps there will be a fresh stain that has not yet set. I can be so clumsy sometimes, you know.”

“I leave that part of the plan to your discretion, Your Highness.”

“I must go. You have made my day more interesting, Brian.” Then she winked at me.

I winked in reply. Actually, I blinked, or maybe I kind of twitched one-and-a-half of my eyes. I’m just not good at winking at all.

Claire responded to my effort with an odd little smile. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but it seemed warm and not mocking.

She made another subtle hand gesture, and the constable began to approach. “Goodbye, Brian. And good luck,” she said as she continued on her way.

“Goodbye, Claire,” I replied as I continued on mine in the opposite direction.

Most of my encounters with Claire were like that. We occasionally shared coffee and had long conversations in the balcony, but usually, I only saw her for a few minutes at a time. But a few minutes with Claire made any day a good day, even if I spent the rest of my waking hours struggling with calculus equations or being battered about by Valkyries.

I made a right turn at the next corridor and headed towards the staircase that led to the kitchens with a light and happy heart.


Chapter 15

I soon stood concealed behind a stone archway. I peeked around it ever so cautiously, and there she was, in profile. Old Greta sat on her stool and read from an old leather bound cookbook thirty or so feet from my location. A teacup lay close at hand atop a table, and she began to refill it from a small teapot.

I eased back and out of sight, my back flat against the cool stone wall on the other side of the archway. I was a little bit nervous that I would be discovered lurking, but I thought the odds of anyone happening along by chance between lunch and supper were low. In any event, the reward was worth the risk, especially with Claire involved.

I waited patiently, taking shallow and quiet breaths through my mouth. I heard soft sounds from time to time as Old Greta turned a page or sipped her tea. After awhile, I could just make out the sound of the clock tower in the town square chiming twice to mark the half hour. It was 3:30. I smiled to myself.

And nothing happened.

For long minutes, I heard pages flip, and tea slurked, and nothing more. A fine sweat began to break out on my brow. All was not going according to plan. Until…

“Ummm,” Old Greta said. My eyebrows shot up.

And then, a minute later, I heard a very faint gurgling sound followed by a very quiet grunt. I chewed at a corner of my dry lips and continued to wait.

A minute after that came definitive proof that my plan might work after all. I heard a small, high pitched squeak which shifted quickly to a broken lower note and then crescendoed into a mighty braaaaapp! In 99.9% of circumstances I would have brayed like a donkey and quite possibly would have been rolling on the floor nearly insensible, but I just managed to keep my wits about me and stay inaudible.

“Uhhmmm,” Old Greta said more loudly. And then - joy! - I heard the stool shifting, and then footsteps receding. I waited as long as I could stand it and then took a cautious peek around the corner in time to see Old Greta shuffle from the room with a determined stride.

The kitchen was unstaffed. I was in.

I strode to the larder with purpose. I entered the large space and found several rows of deep shelves. It reminded me of a small library, but with food items instead of books laid out in an orderly fashion.

Maestro had told me that the peppermint sticks were likely to be found on the shelves along the back wall, and sure enough, I spotted a distinctive circular tin there. I popped the tin’s lid gently, removed four of the peppermint sticks that lay inside, secreted them inside a pocket of my tunic, and replaced the lid and put the tin back in its place.

I was heading for the door to the larder when I heard footsteps approaching. No! I thought. She never returns as fast as that! I weighed Maestro’s exit strategies from earlier, but I didn’t want to explain myself or make a run for it. Instead, I ducked between the two rightmost aisles of shelves, crouched down low, and tried to remain calm. I could see a lot of the pantry between cans that were stacked in front of my face, but I didn’t think I was likely to be spotted unless Old Greta retrieved something from my row.

Except it wasn’t Old Greta who entered the larder. It was Chancellor Bain. He walked to the shelves along the back wall where I had been seconds earlier, but he stopped in front of a medium sized sack marked with the letters ‘JBM’. I saw the Chancellor remove a small vial from one pocket and a pencil from another. He untied a string around the neck of the bag, looked over his shoulder, and dumped the contents of the vial into the sack. He stirred whatever was inside with the pencil so gently that it was almost silent.

He retied the bag shut, put the empty vial and the pencil back into his pocket, and left the larder promptly.

I froze in place for a couple of minutes. The acute danger of being discovered by Chancellor Bain seemed to have passed, but I was only slightly less alarmed by the prospect of being discovered by Old Greta. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I knew that she might not be gone for too much longer.

I rose from my uncomfortable crouch and crept along the row of pantry shelves until I could get a wide view of most of the kitchen. Bain was not there, and Old Greta was not there either. No one was. I made a dash for it and left the way I had come in undetected.

I didn’t really know what to do next. I knew I had seen something suspicious, and maybe something downright sinister, but I didn’t know exactly what it had been. I didn’t know who could help me. I didn’t know what kind of help I needed. I didn’t know anything. I was in a situation that was definitely tricky and possibly dangerous, and I hadn’t done anything to deserve it.

My feet seemed to direct me to the linen room. I don’t remember deciding to go there, but maybe the part of my brain that Maestro calls the subconscious made the choice for me. I suppose that making sure Claire got her peppermint stick was prioritized by some part of my mind.

Old Davy, of course, greeted me warmly.

“Master Brian, my former employee! What a wonderful surprise to have you at my own door, come in, come in! And what brings you to visit on such a fine day as this?”

I smiled in spite of myself. “Hi, Davy. I’ve, ah, been finishing an errand for Maestro.”

“My, but he does seem to keep you most busy, old son, most busy indeed and how you must struggle to keep up with it all.”

“I don’t mind, Davy.” A question occurred to me. “But Davy, can I ask you…”

“Anything at all, lad, anything.”

“Well, what I wonder is whether you know anything about King Harold’s coffee?”

“Oh, I do and what a marvelous thing it is at that! His Majesty let me have a cup of his special brew once when I found a toy that the princess lost when she was but a small child and bless me but that was the finest thing I’ve had to drink in all my days. It’s called Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee and the only man who ever has any is the Dixie trader who passes through in the springtime - the one such as hails from Tuscaloosa? - and I’ll tell you that one charges a price you’d not believe if I told it to you.”

So the sack marked ‘JBM’ was probably King Harold’s coffee! But that raised another question. “Davy, does anyone…” But Old Davy, enthusiastic as always, interrupted me and continued with his story.

“But I like him anyway, that old Dixie, and can you imagine living there in the home of football such as he does? I always get all manner of football news from him and this last trip through he told me as how Auburn beat Tuscaloosa last year on a safety at the last and can you imagine that, winning a game on a safety!”

I told him that it would indeed be amazing, and then tried my question again. “Davy, that special coffee, do you know if anyone else, maybe in the royal family, does anyone else drink it?”

“Oh, no, no. His Majesty is most particular about his coffee. I heard him say once to Queen Sarah, ‘I’ll give you half my kingdom, but the Jamaica Blue is all for me, my dear heart’. No, the queen and the princess and visitors that hold high standing drink the coffee we get from the traders that come from the Republic. That’s what’s in the urn down in the kitchen. Now the Republic, there’s another place that loves football! I think they might love it more than the Dixies, if such is even possible. I remember one time…”

My mind raced as Old Davy told his story. The chancellor had stirred something into the JBM coffee. No one but King Harold drank coffee made from those beans, and the king’s thinking had been muddied for long months, at least. Was the chancellor poisoning the king? But if that was the case, wouldn’t the king be dead? Or did the chancellor not want to kill him? Did he want King Harold alive but stupid for some reason? And could poison even do that? It seemed like there had to be some other explanation. Maybe the chancellor helped prepare the coffee beans so that they would be exactly to King Harold’s liking. Or something.

I looked up to see that Old Davy had stopped his story. I felt badly that I had not been paying attention. “I’m sorry, Davy.”

“No need to apologize, no need, Master Brian. People of such age as you are have a lot on their minds at all times and that’s the truth, but just remember to walk in faith and all will come out right as rain in the end and bless you my young friend.”

“Thank you, Davy. Truly.” It wasn’t what he said so much as the fact that his words were so filled with simple earnest kindness that I found touching. I started to feel a bit more confident that I could figure out what to do next.

Actually, I did know what my very next step needed to be. “So, Davy, the reason I stopped by is that I need to ask a small favor.”

“Anything, Master Brian, and of course I’ll help.”

I reached into my pocket and produced the peppermint sticks. Old Davy leaned forward, mouth agape, and said, “Whoa, now!”

I nodded and smiled for the first time since the chancellor had entered the larder. “I have, um, appropriated…is that the word?”

“Appropriated, yes, yes, so it is.” Old Davy’s mouth was literally watering.

“Right, I appropriated these earlier. I told Princess Claire that I would try to leave one for her with you for safekeeping.” I placed one of the red and white striped delicacies into Old Davy’s open hand. “Now, if I were to offer you another of them for your trouble…” I placed a second peppermint stick in his hand.

Old Davy touched the side of his nose and rose without a word. He walked to the far side of the room, placed the two sticks into a small metal box, and shut the lid. “Well, Master Brian,” he said with exaggerated casualness, “I’ve much work to finish and I’m sure you have the same, but it has been so very good to visit with an old friend and I hope I’ll see you again very soon, then.”

I nodded my understanding and rose from my own stool and tucked the remaining two peppermint sticks back into my tunic pocket. “Yes, I am running late.” I played along and projected my voice so that anyone approaching would be able to hear me. “I will see you soon, Davy.”

Old Davy gave me a great wink. I winked back. Or blinked back. As I’ve said, I’m really just very bad at winking.

I left the linen room and headed for the castle gates.

When I got back to the laboratory I told Maestro everything. We ate our peppermint sticks and pondered our next move.


Chapter 16

Interlude: Farmer Michael

Michael lugged his irrigation hoses down the cut through his cornfield, but by habit and not by necessity. He could just as easily have moved the hoses to a new row without the cut through. His crop was struggling, and the young shoots were short and sickly. He could move and see easily in all directions.

In the distance, he saw a figure atop the only hill of any size near the settlement. He thought it was Zeke up there today, but he couldn’t tell for certain. Whoever it was, the figure held something before his face and turned in a slow, sweeping pattern. Michael knew that the item was an old pair of looking glasses from before the Kinetic War. He would use them tomorrow when he took his turn on the Watch.

It was dull work up there on the hill, and it took half a day away from tending to his land once a fortnight, but Michael knew the necessity of it better than anyone. Two years before, he had seen the Society attackers up close. He had been wounded by them. He had discovered Mr. McGrath’s body the morning after, sprawled on the rug in his living room and dry as a mummy in an old storybook.

Michael finished repositioning his hoses and started back towards the pump that he would labor at for the next fifteen minutes to give another precious few rows of corn a chance to survive.

He looked at his house with pride. The painting was long since finished, and he had been just able to cover all four sides. His fence still stood in good repair, and the yard inside the fence was free of weeds. As he approached, he heard a tiny voice make nonsensical but happy sounds. When his porch came into view, he saw Molly moving about in a motion that was part walk and part dance while she balanced Little Mike on her hip. He continued to squeal and coo and say things like “blaa”.

Michael kept outside the fence, but he raised a hand in greeting. Molly said, “It’s Daddy,” and raised one of Little Mike’s hands and waved it gently back and forth. The child smiled a drooly smile, and Michael laughed aloud at the sight of it. A pretty wife and a happy son, he thought to himself. What could be better than that?

“Supper’ll be ready in an hour,” Molly called out.

“Thankya, Molly, I’ll be mor’n ready.” He smiled and raised his hand again as he continued around the perimeter of the house and the porch was lost from view.

When he got to the pump, Michael removed his shirt and started to work the handle in a steady rhythm. He switched arms every few minutes as his muscles in one arm grew too fatigued to continue without rest. He had been at his task for hours, and both arms were worn out, but he kept going anyway. He was determined that Molly and Little Mike would not go without through a lack of effort on his part. They were all he had ever wanted, and he aimed to keep them comfortable and well fed.

He kept at his task through two more cycles of moving hoses and operating the pump until Molly rang a small triangle that hung from a crossbeam on the porch and called out, “Supper!”

Michael gratefully stopped his work. He unfastened the hose from the pump and gave the lever a few more tugs. He ducked his head under a stream of cool water and rubbed sweat and dirt away from his hair and face. He put his shirt on, combed through his hair with his fingers, and headed for his back door.

In the kitchen, Molly had a huge plate for him that overflowed with buttered cornbread and ham and green beans from the garden. Steam rose from everything. An enormous glass of milk stood beside the plate. Molly was seated in front of her own dish which had the same foods upon it but in smaller portions.

Michael was famished. He kissed Molly on the cheek, sat down, tucked a napkin into his collar, and started to eat. “Thankya, Molly,” he said.

“You’re welcome, Michael.” She had a light blue kerchief tied over her hair. It matched her eyes, and it was Michael’s favorite.

“Is Little Mike asleep?”

“Umm-hmm, for about the last half hour.”

“That’s good. I saw ya dancing with him on the porch. I love watchin’ ya dance with him, Molly.”

“Thankya, Michael.” She rubbed her bare foot lightly against the side of his calf just above his boot, and that made any day a good day in Michael’s book.

They ate in contented silence.

Michael was just finishing the last of his milk when he heard a faraway sound through his window that he couldn’t place. Molly squinted and tilted her head sideways.

“Did you hear somethin’, Michael?”

“I’m not sure,” he said.

Michael heard the sound again, louder this time. He wiped at his mouth with his napkin and walked to his window, but he saw nothing out of the ordinary.

He went to the front of his house, opened his front door, and stepped onto his porch. Molly followed him. On the front porch, Michael found his old hound Hank, who was normally asleep in the heat of the day, restless and pacing and making small worried sounds.

Michael heard the distant noise a third time.

“Look!” Molly said, pointing to the hill.

The figure atop the hill - Zeke, or whoever it was - was jumping up and down and shouting and waving a red flag in wild arcs.

“What in the…” Michael began. He began to hear a few exclamations from closer by as his neighbors took note of the activity on the hill for themselves.

“Michael…” Molly said, putting her arms around his waist as she stood beside him.

The shouts from the figure on the hill became more urgent, and when Michael returned his attention to them, he saw several new figures rapidly closing the distance between themselves and the figure holding the flag. In seconds, they arrived from different directions and fell upon him.

The man with the flag shrieked once, twice…and then he fell silent and disappeared under the mass of attackers.

Now the exclamations from Michael’s neighbors became louder and more panicked, and a few of them sounded pained.

“Get inside, Molly.” They both retreated into the house. Michael waved at Hank, and the old hound ran inside as fast as a young puppy. Michael closed and bolted the door.

“I thought they only came near to nighttime!” Molly said.

“So did I,” Michael said over his shoulder as he raced to his back door, reached it, and threw the bolt.

Little Mike started to cry from his crib in the bedroom, and Molly started running to him.

There was a tremendous banging at the front door and Molly screamed.

“Let us in, help us!” came a cry from the other side.

“Michael!” Molly yelled. He ran back towards the front door. When he got there, he picked up a baseball bat that he kept propped in a corner. He had been keeping an axe there, but when Little Mike learned to crawl, he had put the axe back in the barn. He wished he had it now.

“Who’s there!” he shouted through the door.

“Help us let us in!”

“Who’s there! Name yourselves!”

“We are your neighbors, hurry hurry they are coming!”

“Liars!” Michael shouted. The beating on the door resumed, louder than before.

“The window!” Molly shrieked. Michael ran back to his living room and saw a man and a woman dressed all in black reaching inside.

Michael ran to the window with bat in hand.

“Let us in we mean you no harm!” the man in black said in a loud voice. “We have information for you it is important invite us in!”

Michael cocked the bat behind his right shoulder and took a mighty swing at the man and hit him squarely in the face. The man’s nose exploded in a bloody mess and he slumped over the windowsill. Michael grabbed him under the armpits and heaved him up and backwards until he started to fall away from the house.

The woman in black used both of her hands to grab hold of Michael’s wrist before he could snatch it back. She had an iron grip that he could not break. Michael just had time to see her white teeth before she ducked her head and sank them deep into his forearm.

Michael screamed and reached for his bat, but it lay just beyond his reach. The woman in black tightened her grip and bit down harder, and Michael wondered if she would be able to bite cleanly through his entire arm. He screamed again and pulled back but he was unable to make any progress, and the pain was so intense that he thought he might black out.

And then Molly was there. “No!!” she screamed as she swung the old cast iron skillet at the woman in black. She did not lead with the flat cooking surface, but rather with the skillet’s edge, and she connected with the side of the attacker’s head. The woman in black released Michael’s arm and fell back. Michael fell to his knees and clutched at his damaged forearm.

Molly slammed the shutters closed and dropped the storm bar in its brackets. She turned from the window with wild eyes and with strands of her hair escaping from all parts of the light blue kerchief. Michael never forgot how she looked at that moment: a woman of power and righteous anger and protective rage.

“Your arm!” she exclaimed. She removed her kerchief and started tying it tightly around Michael’s wounds. “Michael, oh, God, Michael,” she said as she worked. The warrior melted away and was being fast replaced by a woman who was afraid. “Will they try to break in?”

“I don’t know, Molly. I don’t think they’re supposed to, but they did when…you know.”

“Daddy, I know, I know. We have to protect Little Mike, no matter what.”

“No matter what, Molly,” he agreed.

They rose together, collected the bat and the skillet, and with heads on swivels, they retreated to the bedroom where Little Mike cried in his crib.

They stood guard side by side in front of the bedroom door and waited for whatever would happen next.


Chapter 17

I found it uncomfortable to return to the scene of the peppermint crime, but the visit was necessary.

We found Old Greta alone in her office the next day. She sat behind a desk and appeared to be preparing the menu for the evening meal. The office’s wooden door stood ajar and Maestro knocked softly upon it. “Might we have a word?” he asked when she looked up.

“Maestro,” she said. Her eyes actually softened a bit. “I always have time for you. Come in.”

“Thank you.”

Old Greta turned to me and said, “Do you know your master brought my Betty through the most terrible fever when she was but two years old? Saved her, and that’s the truth of it.”

I nodded politely, but didn’t speak.

“The matter is somewhat delicate, Greta. May I…” he gestured to the door.

She looked surprised that Maestro had come with a secret of some kind. “Of course,” she said.

Maestro closed the office door softly, and we sat down in two small chairs positioned across the desk from Old Greta. “What is it?” she asked.

Maestro hesitated, then said, “I have…information…that there may be an issue with a harmful substance being added to His Majesty’s coffee.”

Old Greta’s eyes bugged out a bit. “His coffee? No. No, I prepare that myself, no one else ever does. Unless…do you suspect that one of the stewards is tampering with it after it leaves the kitchen?”

“No, the information I have is that the substance is already on the coffee beans.”

Old Greta considered that. “But we’ve acquired them from the same trader for years. Are you saying he has started to poison them before he sells them to us?”

“No. I have reason to believe that someone in the castle has been adding the substance, and that the substance is a material factor in His Majesty’s…decline.”

Old Greta sat back in her chair, exhaled hard, and ran a hand through her gray hair. She turned her attention to me.

“I don’t suppose that this has anything to do with missing peppermint sticks?”

I blushed and started to stammer, but Maestro came to my rescue.

“The responsibility for any shortage in your supply of those is mine and mine alone, Greta. But yes, my sweet tooth may have inadvertently generated important information.”

I expected Old Greta to lay into me and talk about thievery in spite of Maestro’s words, but she did not. What she did say amazed me. “And so you’ve seen something, lad. Or no, someone, that you were not meant to see. And it is someone powerful - a captain, a Senator, maybe even, say, a Chancellor - who may retaliate against you if it becomes known that you are the one who caught him in the act.” She got it all correct, just like that. People underestimated Old Greta, but she was smart.

Maestro said as much. “You’ve always had a mind like a steel trap, Greta. And because of that, I am sure you can see that, if we are to protect Brian and try to help His Majesty, we must proceed with great care.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. I’ll help, of course. Yes. Tell me, would the king, in his current, ah, frame of mind, be likely to be able to discern between Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee and regular coffee?”

“I would be shocked if he could, Greta. His refined pallet seems as addled as the rest of him at present.”

“Yes, alright. Then here’s what we’ll do. I’ll dump the suspect coffee beans out of their sack and into a plain sack marked ‘Black Eyed Peas’. I assume you’d like them for testing?”

“I might be able to identify the added substance, and if I can determine what it is then I might be able to accelerate his recovery, so yes.”

“Right. So I’ll give them to you, and you’ll smuggle them out. Then I’ll fill the Jamaica Blue Mountain sack with regular coffee beans and continue to personally make His Majesty’s coffee from the beans that have not been altered, and no one should be the wiser.”

“An excellent plan.”

“Unless, of course, the fiend grows suspicious and poisons them again. Tell me, Brian, how did you know that the larder would be unguarded when you came for the peppermint sticks?”

I blushed to what must have been a brick red color. I could feel the heat rising off my cheeks. “I, ah, well ma’am, I…”

“Out with it. The man with the poison probably knew to exploit the same opening. What is it?”

I didn’t really have a choice, so I just told her. She stared blankly for a moment, and I had no idea where the conversation was going next.

“You are an observant one,” she said. “Kind of ruthless, in a non-threatening way. But clever.” She turned to Maestro and said, “I like him.”

I felt my cheeks burn again.

“Well,” she continued, “I’m sure that with certain dietary changes, such habits can be modified. I will venture to not leave the kitchens before the evening staff begins to arrive, at any rate. And speaking of that, they will probably start showing up in the next ten minutes, so I had better make haste and make the switch now.” She stood, walked to her office door, and opened it. “Wait here,” she said to us.

When she had been gone a few moments, Maestro said, in a low voice, “You had failed to mention that detail.”

“About the 3:30 constitutional?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“I was kind of worried when I was telling her about it just now that you might start laughing and get us both into trouble.”

“That was a valid concern. But I’m old. I’ve had practice controlling myself at such times.”

“I guess so. I didn’t know you had treated her daughter.”

“I’ve treated many people’s sons and daughters. Some of them are not too sick when I am called upon to help, and those parents appreciate my services well enough. But on the few occasions I have helped a very ill child return to health, there has arisen,” he waved his hands in the air for a moment, searching for the right words. “You know, a special bond between their parents and myself. Even years later. I have such a bond with Greta, and I have another with the king and queen. They love me, I feel, and I love them as well. It is an interesting phenomenon.”

Greta reemerged in the office and closed the door quietly behind her. She handed a sack marked Black Eyed Peas to Maestro, and two peppermint sticks to me.

“Next time, just ask,” she said. Then, to Maestro, “If your theory is correct, when might His Majesty begin to…improve?”

“It depends on what additive has been used. Possibly soon, but we should be prepared to continue our experiment for several months. Some toxins take time to clear the body.”

“I will continue until I hear from you otherwise. Now go, so that no one will be likely to see that we have been talking. But one last question, young man, just for my own knowledge.”

“Ah, yes, ma’am?”

“Old Davy’s been acting oddly today. Was he in on the peppermint heist?”

I closed my eyes and exhaled, and I didn’t say a thing.

“So. Your apprentice is unwilling to lie or to betray his friend, either one. I knew I liked him, Maestro.”

“He is special,” Maestro said.

“I think you’re right. Now off with the both of you.”

We exited the office quietly and moved efficiently through the empty kitchen and the hallways beyond. We did not attract attention, and we left without incident.

Back at the laboratory, we brought Jack into our project. The three of us worked all afternoon and into the evening running all manner of tests on those Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee beans. Maestro was very pleased that they had not been coated with lead. He said that the body sometimes never recovered from too much lead exposure. But he grew increasingly frustrated that he could make no specific determination.

There was something covering those coffee beans, but we couldn’t figure out exactly what it was. Eventually, Maestro sent me home for the night.

The mystery of the substance on the coffee beans never was resolved. Maestro said it didn’t matter too much, anyway, and that stopping more of whatever it was from reaching the king was the important thing.

We decided not to move against the Chancellor. Without any evidence other than my account of his crime, Maestro believed that the Chancellor would not be ousted from power, and that I might be placed in considerable danger.

In the end, we returned to living our lives as normally as possible while we waited and hoped for the king to improve.


Chapter 18

One day that fall, I was in the middle of one of Maestro’s lectures when I found myself dozing off.

“Brian?”

My head drooped over my writing book. I heard Maestro’s query, and I actually did raise my eyebrows a bit. Or at least, I think I did.

“BRI-an?” Maestro said with more force.

“Ah-hum,” I answered. “Yes?”

Maestro frowned at me. “Your attention seems…diminished.”

“No, Master.” I consulted the last sentence I had written down and read it aloud. “The Lost Years remain unknown in number, but they certainly lasted longer than 150 years and probably less than 300 before the founding of our Resumption Era 312 years ago.”

“Hmm…all recorded accurately enough. Except that the Resumption Era started 311 years ago.”

Since I was certain that it was then the year 312 RE, I was at a loss to reply with anything other than, “How is that, Master?”

“Because there was no year 0. When Good King John convened the Convention of Nobles, they declared it to be Year 1 of the Resumption Era.”

“Ah, I see.” I amended my notes.

Maestro’s eyes softened. “So…you are still recording everything well enough, but your attention may be near an end for today. I propose a quiz.”

I perked up at the offer. My fatigue dissipated, and I sat up straight and alert. Whenever Maestro offered a quiz, I would be excused and placed at my liberty for the remainder of the afternoon. If I got a perfect score.

“Shall we say ten questions?”

Ten was a lot; I had hoped for five, but I was in no position to bargain. “Ten it is,” I said.

Maestro nodded. “Alright, then. I’ll give you an historical occurrence, and you will identify it as ‘BC’, ‘AD’, ‘LY’ or ‘RE’.

I protested a bit. “You always say that we have almost no idea what happened in the Lost Years.”

“Well then, any question about the Lost Years should be easy to identify since almost nothing happened, from an historical perspective.”

“Mmph,” I said.

“BC, AD, LY, or RE. Are you ready?”

I nodded. “Ready.”

Maestro started with an easy one. “Invention of Calculus.”

“AD.”

“Right. Plato writes the Republic.”

“Ah…BC.”

“The United States develops atomic weapons.”

“AD.”

“King Randolph is assassinated by his niece.”

“RE.”

“Julius Caesar is assassinated by everyone.”

“A…wait, no, the play about that was written in AD. The assassination was in BC.”

“Correct you are. Halfway home. Bonus question - who wrote the play about Julius Caesar that almost tripped you up just then?” Maestro reached into a jar on a side table.

“Mmm…” I eyed the jar and stalled for time. Bonus questions didn’t count towards passing Maestro’s quizzes, but correct answers earned a piece of candy. “Mmm…” it was on the tip of my tongue. Beethoven? No. Van Gogh? No....

“Shakespeare!” I exclaimed.

Maestro smiled and tossed me a candy from the jar. It was a butterscotch. It was delicious.

“Good King John is born.”

“LY.”

“Jesus of Nazareth is crucified.”

“AD.”

Maestro nodded. “Three to go. The Pyramids are constructed in Egypt.”

“BC.”

“The Last King of the West dies.”

I laughed aloud. “Tricky!” I said.

Maestro pointed up with one finger in mock outrage and said, “Never!” Then he smiled and asked, “How so?”

The Kinetic War is the last thing from AD, and we know he was alive to drop the Rocks. Everything after that is LY. We don’t know when the Last King of the West died exactly, but it was in the LY whether he lived another five hours or five decades.”

“Just so. Last question.”

I braced myself. Sometimes the last question was nearly impossible.

“Young Brian Stone tidies up his work area and knocks off early to enjoy an afternoon running and playing football and otherwise doing age appropriate things out-of-doors.”

“R-E!” I said, pleased as I could be.

“And THAT is ten-for-ten. Away with you!” Maestro said with a sweeping gesture.

I retreated to my lab table to put my supplies in their proper places. As I did, I noticed that the Keeper of the Archives had entered the lab at some point during our quiz. Maestro turned his attention to the diminutive librarian.

“You look troubled, my friend.” Maestro said.

“Aye, so I am.” the Keeper replied gravely.

Maestro lowered his voice, but I could still hear him. “What is it, Dunc?”

I was vaguely aware that the Keeper’s name was Duncan, but I had rarely heard anyone use it.

“Trouble, Alan. Maybe bad trouble.”

I was absolutely sure I had never heard anyone call Maestro by his given name.

The Keeper continued. “The Treaty. It, ah, it may be in some doubt.”

“Has there been…”

“Aye, another body has been found. By another farmer. It was concealed, but not well.”

I stopped all motion and leaned forward. This was rare news indeed.

“Where?”

“The northern Borderlands.”

“Umm, northern this time. As near as that?”

“Aye.”

“And the wounds…”

The Keeper looked somewhat exasperated. “We wouldn’t be having this conversation otherwise, Alan.”

“No. No, I suppose not.” He tapped a finger on his table for a moment, and then, seeming to remember that I was in the laboratory, turned to me. “Brian, please go now and enjoy your afternoon.”

I nodded and reached for my knapsack, but the Keeper held up a hand. “No,” he said quietly. “The boy should stay.”

“For what possible reason?”

The Keeper gave Maestro a meaningful glance. “Because of his hereditary right, Alan. For that possible reason, sir.”

I had no idea what he meant, but Maestro rubbed a hand under his moustaches and tilted his head.

“Do you intend to call the Council?”

“I may. If I receive a third credible report, I must.”

“But surely there may have been an error in…”

“There is no doubt. A Ranger Captain examined the corpse himself. His report details the wounds clearly.”

“So no doubt.”

“None, Alan.”

“Mmm.” Maestro glanced at me again, and then turned back to the Keeper and spoke in a quiet voice. “Brian is not remotely prepared to deliberate the…no, no…that matters not.” He sighed and turned back to me. “Seat yourself, young Brian. I am sorry to rescind the liberty you have earned, but there are things we will soon need to discuss.”

I did as he asked without saying anything.

“Are you thinking it was a lone actor, Duncan?”

“Unclear. The first time it was described as a pack.”

Maestro then spoke to the Keeper in a dreamy voice that was so unlike him that I remember it clearly to this day. “The first Council since my grandfather’s time. My word.”

“Indeed. But Alan, I am here to do more than to inform you of the possibility of a Council.”

“Yes?”

“Aye. I am here, old friend, to seek your thoughts on who would chair the Council.”

Maestro grimaced. He closed his eyes and groaned softly. “It must be the king, Duncan.”

The Keeper shook his head. “I cannot agree.”

“Mmm. You advocate for Queen Sarah, then?” Maestro asked.

“The queen, yes.”

“There is no Regency, Dunc.”

“There is a Regency in everything but name. She has been running the kingdom for some time now.”

Maestro shook his head. “The monarch must chair the Council.”

“This is far more important that traditional formalities!” The Keeper said, stomping one foot on the floor.

“Umm.” Maestro thought that over for a long time. “Perhaps,” he said eventually. “Perhaps you’re right.” A thought seemed to occur to him. “You will need two-thirds of the Senate to agree to replace him. Have you got the votes?”

“Unknown. I will be investigating that in the coming days.”

Maestro looked at me again, and this time he lowered his voice so much that I only heard part of what he said.

“If he is to be a member, no, no, since he IS a member…will answer his questions…not coerce him under any circumstances whatsoever…”

The Keeper nodded and seemed satisfied by whatever Maestro told him. When Maestro finished speaking, the Keeper extended his hand. Maestro shook it. The Keeper turned and left the laboratory without another word.

“You no doubt have many questions,” Maestro said to me. “I will endeavor to answer them. Let us make tea.”


Chapter 19

“Let’s speak first of the problem, and then we’ll talk about your place in it, OK?”

“OK,” I agreed.

“We have spoken before of the great regions. Can you recall them?”

I pictured a map in my mind. “Well, to the right of…or to the east of the Great River, there is the, ah, Union in the northern half, and the Dixies are in the southern half. And the Archies claim the lands on both sides of the Great River.”

“Yes.”

“And then west of us around the Great Mountains, you have the Canyon Men to the south and the Quakes on the other side of the mountains, but you’ve never told me much about the Quakes.”

“No one knows much about them. Go on.”

“Alright. And then in our part of the continent you have the Badlands to the north of us where nothing much survives at all. And then there’s our Realm, and to the south of us are the Borderlands, and then there’s, ah…the Society. And then the Republic is south of them. Right?”

“Just so. Your memory is as sharp as ever - our lesson on continental geography was a couple of years ago.”

I nodded my thanks. It always felt good to be able to recall one of Maestro’s lectures long after he had given it.

“Now, let’s go beyond geography. Would it surprise you to learn that in the Borderlands there is no king, and that there is no central leader who goes by some other title, and in fact there is no central government of any kind?”

“I thought King Harold was their king as well as ours.”

“Not so. He is bound by treaty to protect them, but he does not rule over them.”

“Ah,” I said. “I would think that…well, that would be strange. Do they have laws there?”

“They do. They have mayors of each settlement, and the mayors are the law. They collect taxes, maintain schools and roads, recognize marriages, settle disputes, and hand down punishments and so on.”

“But King Harold can’t correct them?

“No. They are independent of him and of each other.”

“But then why do we have a treaty to protect them?”

“Because Good King John wanted it that way. He wanted a buffer zone between the Realm and what he saw as our most dangerous adversary.”

“The Society?”

“Yes. He wanted an area that was not part of the Realm but that would keep the Realm and the Society from sharing a border. And so, he agreed to provide support to the Borderlands in time of crisis, be it famine, or drought, or trouble with the Society, in exchange for information and access to the Borderlands. The system has worked fairly well for the entire history of the Realm.”

“But why did he want a buffer between us and the Society? Were we enemies with them?”

“The Society...is enemies with everyone. Of all the cultures to reemerge from the ruins of the Kinetic War, theirs is the worst.”

“But I thought we had the most trouble with the Archies.”

“We have disagreements with the Archies, and plenty of them, but they are all about money. They charge enormous fees to cross the Great River, and King Harold has become frustrated because they make it difficult for the Realm to trade with the Union and with the Dixies. We have a lot of things, food for one, that they could use. And they have things we’d like to have more of.”

“Like Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee.”

“Just so. The Dixies seem to be able to get coffee in abundance from the islands that sit beyond our continent. And the Union seems to have more fragments of tek and more volumes of books from before the Kinetic War than we do. We would like to have more frequent exchanges with those kingdoms, and the Archies make that expensive. They are greedy with their river crossing fees, but their culture is fine. They have strong families. Their children go to school. They have baseball, and they like it even more than we do.”

“The Cardinals,” I said.

“The most legendary team of all,” Maestro nodded. “Playing where they always have. Or close to it; the actual City of the Arch was destroyed, of course. The Archies are rivals to some degree, but they are not enemies like the Society.”

“Why does the Society not like us?”

“The Society doesn’t get along with anyone, Brian. They don’t want to get along with anyone. Their culture is based on power and submission. They want to take, and to hurt, and to feed. Their minds are diseased, Brian; they are not right. They are most dangerous.”

“Why have we not eliminated them in all the time the Realm has existed, then?”

“Eliminating an adversary is not so easy, and besides, it leads in time to things like the Kinetic War. Good King John chose to contain the Society, and he chose correctly.”

“Ah. OK.”

“Containment is preferable to war. But back to the treaty. It requires that, if the Keeper of the Archives receives a verified report of the Society entering the Borderlands and committing a murder, we must send Rangers to patrol the area and keep order. And if the Keeper receives three verified reports within three calendar years, he must call a Council of War. The Council then considers more aggressive intervention.”

“And that’s what the Keeper was just discussing with you.”

“Yes, Brian. A Council has not been called for many decades, but one may be called soon if the Society is becoming more active in the Borderlands.”

“So…will the Council declare a war?”

“If at least two thirds of the members are in favor of it, they can authorize one.”

“But I thought the monarch declared wars.”

“Against almost any adversary, yes. But Good King John thought war with the Society so dangerous that at the Founding of the Realm he gave up his own power to move against them without the approval of the Council of War. He didn’t want for one of his descendants to charge to the south without others agreeing that such a thing was necessary.”

“Wow.” I’d had no idea that kings were limited in much of anything. “But where do I fit in? Why does the Keeper want for me to know about the Council?”

“Because, Brian, if a Council is called, you will be a member.”

“Me?!”

“Yes, Brian. You will be one of the twelve Councilors.”

“How can that possibly be?

“That brings us to the second part of our conversation. You will remember that at the Battle of the Founding, Good King John marched on the enemy stronghold and led his army himself. He was flanked, of course, by his eight Great Knights.

“Over the course of the battle, the Society made three direct attacks on the King, and each time the Knights collapsed around him, shielded him with their bodies, and fought the enemies off before we eventually turned the tide and routed them.

“After the victory, Good King John gave great rewards to all in his army who survived, and to the families of those who had fallen. No one received greater rewards than the four surviving Great Knights. Each received a thousand acres of land, and a thousand bars of gold. Not coins, Brian, a thousand ten pound bars of gold. Consider that.”

At Maestro’s prompting, I tried to calculate the value in my head. Ten thousand pounds of gold, one hundred sixty thousand ounces…each worth a hundred silver marks. Sixteen million marks per Great Knight? Could that be right? No one had close to that kind of wealth except the king himself. I whistled. I thought of the six silver marks I earned each fortnight. To have sixteen million!

Maestro nodded and continued. “Aye, an unprecedented fortune. The Knights wanted for nothing for the remainder of their lives. It pays well to help a monarch win a kingdom; it has always been so. The wealth was fabulous, and has never been exceeded in the Resumption Era by anyone not on the throne. I have seen references in books to some non-royals who were said to be wealthier in the late AD years, but I tend to discount those as exaggerations.”

“Where would you even store a thousand bars of gold?”

“Where, indeed? But to continue, I am a direct descendant of one of the surviving Great Knights - the oldest child of the oldest child, right back to Gregor the Bold. Your father was a direct descendant of another, and so you are as well.”

I had never known Maestro to lie, but his statement was unbelievable. “There’s no way that I’m descended from one the Four,” I said.

“I tell you it is true.”

“From which of them?”

“Roderick.”

“Roderick the Brave?”

“Yes. You are his ten-times great grandson. Your father was his nine-times great grandson.”

“And I have never heard of this because…”

“Because after your father’s death, your mother asked for me not to tell you until you became an adult. She thought it would burden your mind.”

I pondered that for a moment. “I just can’t believe it,” I said. “If it’s true, then what happened to the wealth granted to Roderick, or to the wealth granted to your ancestor? So far as I know, Ma and I don’t have sixteen million marks.”

“In other words, why are you and I not rich?”

“Yes. Sixteen million marks seems like a lot to just evaporate.”

“In a short time, yes. But think of the scale of years, Brian. Over 300 years. Twelve generations. Imagine that each of the Great Knights never spent a copper, which I assure you, by the by, they did. But just say that they kept their entire fortune intact. And imagine that each of them had only two children, and I assure you, some of them had a lot more children than that, but just say they only had two each. Now, if one of those Knights dies, and leaves half of his fortune to each child, each would receive 8 million marks. And if each of those children never spent a copper, and split their fortunes in their wills among two children, each of those children would get 4 million. By the tenth generation, everyone would stand to inherit 16,000 marks. By the twelfth generation, 4000 marks. And that is if nothing ever gets spent for the entire time.”

“OK, yes, but don’t a lot of people leave everything to their oldest child when they die?”

“Yes. And that would solve the problem of a fortune being diluted to death. But twelve generations is a lot. It only takes one heir who gets everything to fall prey to a confidence scam, or to be blackmailed, or to leave his stronghold vulnerable to looting. I happen to know that a direct ancestor of mine named Reginald the Younger gambled away most of my family’s remaining fortune during an historic run of bad luck at a blackjack table on New Year’s Eve 113 and New Year’s Day 114.”

I considered the new story. As I did, I made a connection. “Wait!” I said.

“What?”

“The letters in the lower corner of your family crest - the ones you won’t talk about. Are they related to that incident?”

“DCYL, you mean?” Maestro had an odd expression on his face. “They might possibly be related.”

“Do they stand for ‘Don’t Chase Your Losses’?”

Maestro laughed aloud. “Yes! Yes, you’ve got me, they do indeed!”

We laughed together, then. When he had collected himself a bit, Maestro wiped his eyes and said, “Brian, it is pleasant to observe you growing up and becoming more perceptive. You are getting more interesting by the day.”

“So you’re actually descended from one of them?”

“Yes.”

“And I’m actually descended from one of them?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to ask Ma about it.”

“You should. It’s past time that you knew all about it, and she will no doubt have much to tell you. I will leave the rest of the story to her; your family’s history is hers to tell. But I will tell you about your place on the Council of War.”

“Alright.” I didn’t know what else to say. Everything seemed to be moving too fast.

“So, at the Founding, Good King John established his twelve member Council of War, which was to be called into session upon the Keeper of the Archives receiving three verified reports of Society attacks in the Borderlands. Its members were himself, Queen Isabele, and his son Marcus, who was the heir to the throne. The four surviving Great Knights got seats which are passed as an hereditary right.

The rest of the seats go to officeholders and are not hereditary. They are held by the Primero of the Valkyries and her top two lieutenants, the Chancellor of the Realm, and the Keeper of the Archives.

“And you hold one of the hereditary seats.”

“Yes. As do you, and two others.”

“Who are the others?”

“Warden Smith holds one of those seats. David Montgomery has the other.”

“David Montgomery? Wait, Old Davy?!”

“Yes. He is the oldest child of the oldest child and so on of Monty the Cunning.”

“Old Davy?”

“Yes, Brian.”

I blew out my cheeks. “And so there will be…a meeting of some kind?”

“There may be. It is for the Keeper to determine if one is necessary.”

“And if there is one, we will…vote? On whether to go to war?
“On whether to authorize the monarch to declare a war on the Society, yes.”

“Will that happen?”

“It may, Brian, it may.”

I thought about what Maestro had told me for a long time, and he sat quietly and let me think.

“So I have no remaining gold, but I do have a seat on this Council.”

“Yes,” Maestro confirmed.

“Do I have anything else? For being a descendant of Roderick the Brave?”

“There are…a few other hereditary rights.”

“What are they?”

“Well, you have a perpetual right of pannage.”

“What’s that?”

“You may collect fallen branches from the king’s forests for your personal use.”

That didn’t sound very exciting. “What else?”

“You have a right of encroachment.”

“Which is what?”

“You may…remove game from the king’s lands as well.”

“Wait a minute, I can poach?”

“Well…yes.”

“Can I poach fish?”

“Yes.”

“How many can I take?”

“There is...no specific limit.”

“Then I can poach as much as I want to?”

“Technically, yes, but I would advise restraint, young Brian.”

“OK, sure. But wow!” Now that was something. I wondered what else there might be. “What other rights do I have?”

“There is one other, and you must never exercise it without strong cause. You have a right of detention.”

“What’s that?”

“You may order an officer to detain anyone but a member of the royal family for up to 72 hours.”

“I can put people in jail?!”

“For 72 hours, yes.”

“Anyone?!”

“Anyone but a member of the royal family, yes.”

“Can I have you arrested?”

“Yes, but please don’t have me arrested. Or anyone else.”

“What happens after the 72 hours?”

“The prisoner would be freed unless charged with a crime by a magistrate, and he would be very, very angry.”

“Wow.”

I had many more questions for Maestro, but they were mostly repeats of things that I had already asked. He answered them patiently for a long time.


Chapter 20

We arrived at the Tapestry Room and entered. Fires burned in hearths at either end of the chamber. Chancellor Bain had already arrived, and he sat reading through a tall stack of papers in one of five leather chairs arranged before the fireplace to our left. Although Bain normally did not wear them, a pair of spectacles sat perched at the end of his long nose. Maestro gestured for me to follow, and we approached the Chancellor.

“Your boy should run along and play,” he called out to Maestro.

“I am sure he will do no harm, Chancellor, and he may do us some good. The young lady appears to be of roughly his own age, and she may be more forthcoming if she is not entirely surrounded by adults. Queen Sarah agrees.”

“Bah,” Bain muttered as he waved his hand a couple of times as if to say that he disagreed but that I was not worth even one additional second of his consideration. He returned his attention to his papers.

I took the empty seat furthest from Bain. I had not been near him since the day in the pantry, and I had no desire to be closer to him than was required.

The seat I chose had the added advantage of giving me an unobstructed view of the tapestry. I love the tapestry.

It covers most of the back wall of the room. Claire once told me that it is fifteen feet high and fifty feet end-to-end. I couldn’t imagine the patience required to create it. The level of detail is so fine, and the effect of the work is so lifelike, that it must have taken dozens of people dozens of years to complete it.

It is a winter scene that captures a moment in time just before the Battle of the Founding. Good King John dominates the center, standing straight in knee length chain mail that shows heavy use. He grips his sword Liberator in his right hand, and holds his left hand aloft with two fingers extended straight up. The intense expression on his face shows that he wields immense power and knows it.

The figure conveys tension more than any other I have seen in any work of art. When you look upon it, you just know that at any moment, Good King John will drop his left hand and unleash unimaginable violence at his enemy, but not yet. It’s hypnotic. When Maestro talks about potential energy in science lectures, I always think of the tapestry.

Good King John is backed by his Great Knights who stand in a loose semicircle around him. Roderick the Brave, who was my ancestor, and Monty the Cunning flank him on either side. Behind the Knights are endless rows of infantry ready to charge, cavalry poised to ride, and archers with bows flexed and arrows drawn back, ready to rain death down from above.

The right third of the tapestry centers on Queen Isabele. She wears a battle helm of gold, but she otherwise wears the traditional battle dress of the Valkyries. She took the name Delta when she earned Elevation. On an earlier visit to this room, I had asked Maestro why her image had a small triangle on the leather band at each of her biceps. He had answered, “No, Brian, not triangles. Those are deltas.”

She had resigned from the Valkyries to marry John (not Good King John or even King John when they wed), but she remained close to the Order, especially after the establishment of the Realm and her ascension to the throne. In the tapestry, Queen Isabele points to something in the distance, and the Valkyries around her seem to follow her gaze to some vanishing point beyond the scene captured in thread.

The part of the work that stands out most to me is the snow. It is simply the most realistic thing I have ever seen captured by artists working in any medium. From far away, one sees snow drifts on the ground that almost seem ready to shift in the wind. From a moderate distance away one can see prints made in the snow by boots and hooves and the dusting of new fallen snow that sits lightly on hair and eyelash, mane and tail.

And the snow from close up, oh my. Each of the thousands of snowflakes captured falling from the sky is actually unique, just as in life. They appear to have been individually embroidered by hand in silk over the wool that forms the rest of the tapestry. I have looked for an hour at nothing else, and have never spotted a shape that is repeated.

The snow is so realistic that it always makes the room seem a bit chilly. It seemed cold to me as I sat waiting for Queen Sarah, despite the fires burning high at either end of the room.

I studied the tapestry and daydreamed, I don’t know for how long. Chancellor Bain flipped through his papers and made occasional notations. Maestro sat quietly with his thoughts. He is always entirely comfortable to be just sitting and doing nothing. I am not like that; I pretend to be doing something if I am at rest and hear anyone approach.

Queen Sarah entered the Tapestry Room accompanied by a pale girl with long raven-dark hair swept back from a widow’s peak. She looked older than myself by a year or two. She was pretty, but more in a way that I could recognize than a way I felt, if that makes any sense. Her eyes were pale blue ice chips, and she had a distant look that I wasn’t sure what to make of. In a word, she was mysterious; that was my first impression of her.

We all rose as Queen Sarah approached, although Bain was the last to stand. She greeted each of us by name, and then she introduced the girl. “This is Ronnie. She comes to us from the Society, and she seeks asylum.”

Maestro made a small bow and said, “Welcome, Ronnie.”

“I thank you, sir.”

I said, “Pleased to meet you.”

“And you, thank you,” she said.

Bain had a question instead of a greeting. “Ronnie is some sort of a nickname, surely?”

The girl seemed taken aback and stammered, “Y-yes my lord…for Veronica.”

“Yes,” Bain said. The Queen looked at him disapprovingly, but remained silent. I supposed that if she corrected every rude comment that escaped the Chancellor’s lips, she would have little time for anything else. Instead, she said, “I have brought Ronnie here to tell her story so that we can best decide how to help her. Shall we sit?”

All five of us took our seats. “Ronnie,” the Queen said, “if you would be so good as to tell these gentlemen the things you told me and the Keeper last evening.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Seeming frightened at first, and lost, and vulnerable, she began. “I was orphaned three years ago. My parents, were…I am sorry…” she trailed off.

“Take your time, dear,” Queen Sarah said while giving her a reassuring squeeze on her upper arm.

“Thank you, but it’s alright. My parents, they were lost in a fire. I am an only child, and the Society wasn’t sure what to do with me at first, I think. My mother knew Lady Lorelai when they were both girls, and I assume that Lady Lorelai took pity on me. I was taken into Lord Jeffrey’s service, and have served as a chambermaid in his palace for three years. I was not given any choice in my place or my employment or…” she trailed off.

“We do not condemn you,” Queen Sarah said. “On the contrary, we are grateful for any information you can give us. Please speak freely and know that no harm will come to you.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I, um...”

“Tell them about the Harvests, dear,” the queen prompted. “That is what they need to know about. That and what it means for the Borderlands.”

“Yes, alright. Well, then, our Harvests have had diminishing...results, in the years that I have served in Lord Jeffrey’s palace. They are the hunts where we find victims. For many years we have found enough in the swamps that lie between our lands and the Archie’s domains. But those people have either become more clever at hiding in their swamps, or they have been hunted nearly to extinction. Our Harvesting parties often come back with the blood of only one or two victims, and sometimes they return with nothing at all. Lord Jeffrey has been...under pressure to approve Harvests in new places, but there are problems with most of them.

“The Republic patrols the Red at all times, and they will always fight if their lands are encroached upon. For every one person Harvested from there, we lose four or five.”

“Texans,” Maestro said, almost to himself.

“Maestro?” Queen Sarah asked.

“That is what the citizens of the Republic call themselves, Your Majesty. They have…a long-standing reputation as an ornery people. I am sorry to interrupt.”

“Yes,” Ronnie continued, “they do fight, and their women as fiercely as the men. We usually stay clear of their lands.

“The Archies and the Canyon Men live too far away from us for regular Harvesting. And so that leaves the Borderlands.”

“But why must you Harvest at all?” Queen Sarah asked. “Surely there is no physical need to drink men’s blood. You are not actually vampires, after all.”

“But culturally we are. Our rituals, our feasts, our way of dressing, our manner of speech…our entire outlook is based upon it. Lord Jeffrey has built the Society so. The people feel the need to consume human blood, at least on occasion. If a member of the Society does not Feed for an extended period, he begins to feel agitated, and then angry, and then almost mad. Whether it is a physical need or one that is only in his mind makes no difference to my way of thinking.”

“I suppose it doesn’t, at that,” Queen Sarah said. “And so Jeffrey feels compelled to authorize something.”

“Lord Jeffrey believes that his hold on power may be weakening. The people are restless. Most of them Feed only once or twice a year.”

“How many are you?” The queen asked.

“I have heard twenty thousand, although we may be more.”

“And how many victims are needed to, ah, to…”

“One victim, when drained of all blood, can Feed a thousand or so. Our rituals do not require us to consume great quantities.”

“And how many times a year would people in the Society…prefer to Feed?”

“At least on the Solstice and Equinox days, Your Majesty. At least four times per year.”

“Hmm…so then, you require…800 victims a year? For the people to be satisfied?”

“Yes, and the hunts have yielded far fewer victims than that. For the hunts to Harvest enough to satisfy all, we can only turn north to the Borderlands. Or to the Realm. We are bound by Oath not to turn on one another, so it must be north.”

“Will Lord Jeffrey continue to increase his presence there?”

“He may. He has a firm grip on power for now, but the people are restless. He has allowed more hunts in recent years as a way to test the Realm’s resolve, I believe. So far, the response from you has been limited to a few extra Ranger patrols, and so Lord Jeffrey grows bolder, but he is still wary of war with the Realm. He knows how things ended last time, and he has no desire for history to repeat itself. He is aware, though, that, um…”

“Aware of what? Speak freely as you have done up to now,” the queen said.

“He is aware that His Majesty the King is…limited.”

“How does he know this? Have we a traitor among us?”

“Or a spy,” Maestro said. “It may be a spy, Your Majesty.”

“Or a spy, yes, but either way...Bain, you must step up your countermeasures immediately!”

Maestro and I exchanged a glance, but neither of us said anything.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Bain said.

The queen asked, “Are you aware of any specific plans?”

“No, Your Majesty. I never had access to any areas where such things were discussed directly. I was a personal servant; I had access to personal areas of the palace. My knowledge of Lord Jeffrey’s thinking comes from overhearing his conversations with Lady Lorelai. It is surprising how much servants can disappear. Sometimes he dismissed me before talking to her of matters that seemed serious, but often he did not bother. I was just a servant girl, after all. Hardly a person at all, in his mind, I think.”

Bain took his spectacles from his face and used them to gesture at Ronnie as he spoke. “Yes. All very plausible. But I do wonder…how do we know that you are not a spy yourself?”

“I…I fled the Society, my Lord. I renounce them all,” Ronnie said

“Oh, I’m sure you do, I’m quite sure you do. But still, you must admit. A girl trav…”

“Young woman,” the queen interrupted.

“Yes, yes, a young woman travelling alone through the northern Society lands and then through the entirety of the Borderlands, and on foot, and alone. That must have been some journey.”

“It was, my Lord. I feared I would be captured and returned and Harvested at any moment. I fear for that still.”

Queen Sarah took Ronnie’s hand. “You have nothing to fear here. We will protect you. We shall go together to the constables and place you under their protection this very hour, and you shall dwell here in the castle.”

“Is that wise, Your Majesty?” Bain asked. “By her own account she has a history of gathering information from within places such as this.”

“I believe her story, Chancellor, and she will reside here and under the protection of the Crown. And you will show her every courtesy.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Come, Ronnie, we will start settling you in immediately.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty, thank you.”

After a few words of parting, the queen led Ronnie from the Tapestry Room.


Chapter 21

Two constables in full dress regalia stood in front of the closed door. Their halberds were held at 45 degree angles and crossed to form an X. The older of the two recognized us, nodded, and raised his weapon. His partner did the same, turned on his heel, and opened the door to admit us.

The Keeper had called a Council.

Maestro and I entered the royal conference room. I had been inside from time to time, but not often. It was dominated by a beautiful table of polished maple that was set up to seat twelve. Five chairs lined each side to accompany the seats at either end. King Harold was already seated, and most of the other chairs were also occupied. We found our names on cards near the middle of the table, and we took our seats.

King Harold of course sat at the head of the table. On the side away from us, Chancellor Bain sat nearest the king and whispered into his ear. The king frequently wrote on a sheet of the special, finely milled paper that only members of the royal family had.

Next to Bain was the Keeper. Next to him, Alpha sat directly across the table from Maestro, and then Zeta sat across from me. Rho occupied the final seat in the row, and Warden Smith sat at the foot of the table.

On our side of the table, Queen Sarah sat next to her husband, and Princess Claire sat next to her. The only other seat, the one to my right, was unoccupied. I glanced at the card next to mine and saw that it read “David Montgomery”.

I nodded to the Valkyries. Zeta and Rho nodded back, and Alpha just stared at me until I looked away. She did that often - the staring thing. I was pretty sure it was a game she played to amuse herself, but that didn’t make it any less uncomfortable.

After I lost the staring contest with Alpha, I looked at the portrait paintings of past monarchs that stretched along the room’s back wall. I counted nine. They were the more recent rulers from the last 150 years or so; the kings and queens from the more distant past hung behind me.

I could name most of them by sight - King Daniel the Just, Good Queen Bethany, and King Mortimer the Older and King Mortimer the Younger started the procession that ran through the murdered King Randolph, (Reign 237-237, his plaque read) and ended with King Harold’s father, King Paulius.

After a few minutes, Chancellor Bain looked at the empty seat next to mine. “David is aware that there is a Council,” he said, more as a statement than a question.

“He is,” the Keeper replied. “I informed him myself. He will be here.”

“I wonder,” Bain said.

Just then, I heard the door behind me open. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” a voice said. Old Davy appeared at my elbow and slid into the seat next to mine. “Lost track of the time I did, sir, won’t happen again, won’t happen again.” Then he glanced at me, dropped me a wink, and said, quietly, “Delighted to see you, Master Brian.”

“Do try to be punctual the next time you are called to serve on a committee that has not met for eighty years,” Bain said with arrogance in his voice.

“Yes, sir, I will indeed do so sir.”

Bain sighed. “Secure the room,” he said to the constables. The doors closed with a pair of thuds, and I could hear halberds cross outside the room.

The Keeper spoke for several minutes, detailing the reports of attacks in the Borderlands and also provisions of the Realm’s treaty that required the Borderlands be protected. While he did, King Harold scribbled furiously on his paper, but it did not seem to me that he was writing words. He hummed a little song to himself that was sometimes audible.

When the Keeper finished, the queen began to speak.

“The calling of this Council requires that we take up an issue that has long been put off and ignored, but which can no longer be overlooked. The actions that we decide upon must be executed precisely and without any uncertainty. It is with great pain that I utter what I must say next, but I have cried all the tears that I have to weep, and the security of the Realm must supersede all other considerations. With a heavy heart, I state what is clear: we must, without delay, establish a Regency.”

She was calling for a formal transfer of power from King Harold to someone who would rule in his name. A couple of Regents had been appointed in the distant past, but only when a king or queen rose to the throne as a child, and then only until the young monarchs had reached the age of eighteen.

As uncomfortable as the idea was to me, Old Davy was the only person at the table who gasped aloud. Everyone else just nodded or sat stone faced. Except for the king, who continued jotting on his notepad.

“And I suppose,” Chancellor Bain said, “that you think the Regent should be you?” He pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows.

“Of course it should be me. I am the queen.”

“By marriage and by convention you are queen, yes. But not by blood.”

What? I had never heard anyone address any member of the royal family with less respect. The table seemed to tilt just a little bit as I listened on.

The queen leaned forward. “That matters not. I am a reigning monarch, and I have been ruling in all but name for many months now as Harold…as Harold has…drawn his skeletons!” Here she snatched the king’s notepad and held it up for all to see. The visible page of his “notes” did in fact contain dozens and dozens of small pencil sketches of skeletons.

I expected His Majesty to protest having his notes taken, but he just rocked his head from side to side and sang quietly under his breath. “Traddles, Tom Traddles, Alive, Alive-o.”

The queen put the notepad down.

“I would observe,” Bain said, “it is the Chancellor who has traditionally served as Regent in times of need.”

“There has never been a married monarch in need of a Regent. In the past, Regents have only served orphan kings who had not attained their majority. This case is different.”

“Different, perhaps, but my qualifications are still superior to yours.”

“Outrageous!” Queen Sarah exclaimed. “I repeat that I have already served as Regent in all but name as His Majesty has suffered…”

“And look where we are,” Bain interrupted. “An ancient enemy has advanced unnoticed and unchecked for no one knows how long. It may arrive at our gates this very night, for all we know. A fully functioning government would not have allowed for us to fall into such a vulnerable position as we now find ourselves. New leadership is needed.”

“I will not stand for further impertinence from you.”

“Be that as it may, if you put your name before the Senate, you may find yourself…a few votes short. I have been talking to the members for some time now against this very possibility.”

“They will never vote for you.”

“You would be surprised what will motivate Senators. Many are, shall we say, eager for new opportunities and new authority. And more than you would think have certain habits that are…frowned upon. That are socially unacceptable. That are sometimes disturbing. The kinds of habits that one would prefer not to have discussed.”

“This is treachery of the highest order, and you will not employ it to seize the reigns of power!”

“I believe otherwise,” Bain said. “In point of fact, I have taken the liberty of assembling the Senate tonight. I had planned to raise this issue myself, and I thank you for saving me the trouble. A quorum of the members of the Senate stands ready to vote on the issue at this very hour. Keeper,” Bain said, turning to his left, “I move that we adjourn this meeting for an hour, so that we may settle the issue of leadership of the Council.”

The Keeper exhaled slowly and looked around the table. “It indeed may be best to sort this out immediately.”

He got no further in his reasoning.

“Guards!!” the queen shouted. Quick as lightning, four constables burst into the chamber. “Arrest the Chancellor!” The constables took a step forward, then another, and then they came to a confused halt.

Bain was actually laughing. “Oh, my, Sarah! Oh, my goodness. You understand, of course, that the constables will act to protect you from violence, but that they take orders from the king and only from the king. Sire,” he said to King Harold, “would you like for these constables to place me under arrest?”

“Traddles, Tom Traddles, alive, alive-o,” the King sang quietly in response.

“I see. It appears that His Majesty has no such desire, then.”

The queen grimaced and looked to the constables, who remained indecisive.

“Mother?” Princess Claire asked.

“Not now,” the queen said, patting her hand. “Warden Smith,” she called down the table, “I should like for you to take the Chancellor into custody.”

Smith looked even more unsure of what to do than did the constables. He sat still for a few moments. Then, seeming to arrive at a decision, he straightened his vest and answered, “Your Majesty, I have observed no crime, and I have nae been issued a warrant. I canna detain the Chancellor.”

Bain smiled. The queen closed her eyes tight. When she opened them again, she faced Alpha. “Valkyrie, can I call upon you for assistance?”

I saw Alpha’s fingers curl, her shoulders tense, and I could hear her feet sliding into a new position beneath the table. I recognized it as one of her attacking postures. I knew that she was rapidly evaluating a number of ways in which she could close the distance between herself and the Chancellor and inflict various levels of damage upon arrival. But in the end, she stayed put like the others.

It was Zeta who answered Queen Sarah. “It is not our way to become involved in…the politics of the Realm. It never has been.”

“Even in the case of treason?” the queen asked.

“Treason is…a political definition, Your Majesty.”

The queen lifted her hands above her head. “Have I no friends in this chamber?”

Maestro spoke for the first time. “You have many friends, Your Majesty, and many who love you, but none with authority.” He lowered his head in regret.

Old Davy, unprompted, stood and said, “I’ll take him down for you right proper! This one has always been a rat, and I’ll lock him right back in his cage, if it please the Crown!” He took a step back from the table, but the queen held up a hand to stop him.

“Hold. Thank you, Davy, and God’s love on you, old friend, but no. Please take your seat. And you,” she said, turning to the constables, “resume your posts outside the chamber, please.”

The guards saluted and left in a hurry, perhaps glad to be freed from their indecision. Old Davy sat down hard in his chair, glaring at the Chancellor all the while. I got an earful as he muttered quietly to himself. “…show him a thing or two that fatherless donkey traitor, get his he will, with taxes and interest, too…”

Bain ignored him and repeated his desire. “Now then, Keeper, shall we suspend this meeting to consult with the Senate, and then reconvene here after the leadership of the Council has been settled?”

My brain was spinning and spinning, trying to build on something Maestro had said a moment ago. I almost had an idea. Almost, almost, almost - what was it I needed to remember?

“Mother, we mustn’t allow this,” Claire said.

“Child,” Bain said to her, “be silent, or you may soon find yourself confined to your rooms until you turn eighteen.”

Maestro had leaned back in his chair, and I could see Claire’s face in profile. She sat upright and with her head held high, but I could see a tear making a slow and irregular procession down her right cheek. My mind worked even faster. I was certain that I was missing something that could help, and I felt almost ill that I couldn’t quite grasp it. Almostalmostalmost.

I remembered! I had it!

I acted.


Chapter 22

“Keeper,” I said, “I wish to exercise my right of detention.” There was dead silence in the room. I saw confusion on most faces, but I noticed a subtle smile of approval from Alpha.

“You have that right,” the Keeper said. “Upon whom do you wish to exercise it?”

“Upon Chancellor Bain,” I said.

“What?!” Bain exclaimed in a voice that was pitched much higher than usual. Then: “YOU! Detain ME? You swim in deep waters, boy.”

The Keeper nodded. “The hereditary right of detention may be exercised against anyone save the royal family. However, detaining a fellow Councilor during a time when the Council has been convened requires a second from a High Royal.”

Old Davy almost jumped from his chair. “I will second his idea before God and man I will!”

The queen said, with color and determination returned to her face, “Davy, friend, you are not royal.” She turned to the Keeper. “I will second.”

The Keeper shook his head. “I am sorry, Your Majesty, but you are not descended from Good King John, and so you are not High Royalty.”

And just like that, the wind fell from the queen’s sails. Her head sagged, and her shoulders slumped. “And so the Realm was lost to a parade of technicalities.” I had never seen someone look so defeated.

As I looked at Queen Sarah, Princess Claire turned her face towards mine. I could see her eyes darting around rapidly in their sockets, and her focus seemed far away.

“Shall we end this foolishness and adjourn?” the Chancellor asked.

Then Princess Claire turned to the Keeper. “I will second,” she said.

“Child, I have warned you…”

The Keeper interrupted Bain. “The heir to the throne is High Royalty. The right of detention has been seconded, and may be exercised against another member of the Council. Warden, you have authority to detain and hold Chancellor Bain for 72 hours.”

Warden Smith stood without delay and crossed to Bain. “If you’ll come with me, then, sir,” he said.

“You cannot possibly be serious.”

“I am charged with enforcing all laws o’ the Realm, and I will enforce the right of detention. Shall we walk out like gentlemen, or shall we play rough?”

Bain weighed the two options for a moment, but in the end Smith’s size and strength must have registered with him in spite of his outrage. “Rough play will be unnecessary,” he said. And then, with his head swiveling from one of us to the other every few words, he addressed Princess Claire and myself. “I hardly need to state that this is not over, and that you whelps will soon discover that you have brought horrors upon yourselves that precious…few…can…bear.” With that, he rose and held his hands before him. “Will you bind me, Warden?”

“If ye choose to exit as a gentleman, that will nae be necessary.” I did notice that Smith wrapped one of his large hands firmly around Bain’s bicep as he began to lead him towards the exit.

Bain had a parting word for Queen Sarah on his way past. “This changes nothing. A delay of three days will change nothing. It will only serve to give me time to consider ways of making life unpleasant for you and yours.”

“We shall see, tradesman,” the queen replied.

Bain stopped his stride. “Tradesman? Whatever do you mean?”

“What I mean is that you fancy yourself an intellectual, and a leader, and a shaper of the Realm. The truth is that you are an assistant upon whom we have dumped the tedious and unpleasant tasks that are necessary to run the kingdom. The truth is, you are of far less value than the cook, and unlike Old Greta’s skills, yours are entirely replaceable.”

Bain had nothing to say in response, but the queen was not quite finished.

“Oh, and one last thing, Bain. I will see you whipped for threatening my daughter.”

Smith knocked twice on the door. The constables outside opened it, and the Warden led Bain through the opening.

After a few moments of silence, the Keeper said, “Well, perhaps we should adjourn for an hour after all, to give the Warden an opportunity to return. We will reconvene then. He tapped his ceremonial mallet on the tabletop.

A few minutes later, I stood in the hall and received congratulations from many for pulling off my gambit. Old Davy gushed the most. “I am proud to have known you from a boy, proud to have known you, indeed. It took smarts to sort out all that mess, it did, and you done good, old son, very good and God bless you, and if it don’t upset you to hear me say so your father would be most pleased to have seen his boy stand up for his sovereign.”

“Thank you, Davy. Thank you very much,” I said.

He touched his forehead with a finger, patted me on the shoulder, and was gone.

After everyone else had dispersed, Claire approached. “Walk with me?” she said. I nodded and fell in stride beside her.

“Thank you, Brian,” she said.

“I’m just glad you knew you were a High Royal,” I replied.

“I didn’t.”

“Ah. Well, I’m glad you were anyway. I’m only sorry that I could only buy 72 hours.”

Princess Claire nodded. “Permanent detention would be better, but 72 hours is a long, long time in politics. If you think Bain can rattle some cages, wait until Mother has had three days to hold one-on-one sit downs with certain members of the Senate.”

I smiled. “I remember my own one-on-one sit down with her after I knocked her vase off that pedestal when I first started my apprenticeship with Maestro.”

“I had forgotten about that!”

“I never will. I feel like she only let me live because I had helped with your appendectomy. I’ve given all vases wide berths ever since.”

“So you have seen for yourself that she can influence behavior.”

“I have indeed.”

“Well, if she can give you a lifelong fear of vases, changing a few votes should be child’s play.”

“I would think so. Don’t worry, Claire, she will be named Regent.”

“Yes. I think you’re right. The danger was only there if a vote had taken her by surprise and with no time to prepare. Which it would have done, but for you.”

I nodded. We stopped walking and sat in a pair of chairs that sat to the side of the wide hallway. We passed a few moments in companionable silence.

“Say,” Claire said, “I have a question for you.”

“Yes?” I saw that her expression had changed from serious to something else.

“Be completely honest,” she instructed me.

“Always.”

“What were you thinking when Chancellor Bain was menacing us and he said, ‘You have brought horrors upon yourselves that precious few can bear’?”

“I, ah, nothing really, you know.”

“Brian! I know you better than that. What were you actually thinking?”

I dragged a hand across my face from top to bottom. I decided to tell her and grinned sheepishly. “I was thinking…”

“Yes?”

“I was thinking…” It was difficult; we were too old for this kind of thing.

“Yes?”

“OK, OK, I was thinking, Bain, your MOTHER is a horror that precious few can bear!”

“YES!” The princess burst out laughing. “So was I! Even in the middle of all that!” Now she was rocking back and forth in the chair and holding her sides, and I was laughing so hard myself that I could scarcely draw breath for long seconds.

“You are the only one I can talk to with no reserve at all, Brian.”

And that was the first time Claire kissed me.

It was brief, but it was on the mouth, and it lingered just long enough to be…something.

She rose to her feet, said, “I’ll see you back in the meeting,” and walked down the corridor without looking back.

I sat where I was for awhile, mouth agape, eyes wide open. I might be there still if Old Davy hadn’t wandered by.

“Oh, young Brian, close up your mouth now or you’ll let a fly in, old son, and break time’s over now so come along and let’s do such duties as we have on the Council.”

I closed my mouth with a click, rose, and followed Old Davy back to the conference room.


Chapter 23

Interlude: Chancellor Bain

Chancellor Bain lay atop the thin mattress in his cell and looked at the patterns of cracks in the ceiling. They seemed to dance in and out of dim moving shadows cast by the bars of the door in the flickering light of torches. He breathed slow and steady, but his mind was fully awake. He was busy plotting and scheming and raging.

He wondered at the hour. He had to guess, because the moon was not visible through his tiny window. He could only approximate that he had something like 68 hours remaining before he must be released.

Oh, the things he would do when that hour came. Sarah, and her pretentious daughter, and that boy...they would be dealt with first. They would face sanctions. Extreme sanctions. They would be the first to come to know the price of daring to…

Bain’s thoughts dissolved at the sound of a heavy lock turning at the end of the corridor outside his cell. Perhaps I needn’t wait out the next 68 hours after all, he thought.

Warden Smith emerged from the end of the hall. “Bruce,” Chancellor Bain said. Now here was just the man to set him at his liberty.

“Sir Bruce, actually. But to you, let’s stick to Warden.”

Bain rolled his eyes but played along. “Very well…Warden. Have you come to get me out of here?”

“I’ve come to move ye, aye. But to release ye? Nae. Place your hands through th’ slot, if ye would.”

Bain sighed and thought of refusing, but he thought there was a reasonable chance that he was being moved to nicer accommodations. He knew there were two cells near the Warden’s office that were at least warm and had comfortable beds. They used them mostly when citizens with no history of committing crimes had too much to drink at a festival and needed to sleep it off. Perhaps he was being moved to one of those. He placed his hands through the small rectangle in the middle of the cell door, and he was handcuffed. More tightly than was necessary, he thought.

The jailer opened the cell door, wrapped an iron grip around Bain’s arm, and led him out into the corridor.

“You’ll no’ give me any trouble, will ye, prisoner?”

“None at all, Bru…Warden. Lead on.”

“Verra good, then.”

Sir Bruce guided Bain to the end of the hallway, down another, and beyond a thick oak door that had been propped open. A stairway illuminated by small torches lay beyond it. Bain was somewhat surprised that the stairs led down, and not up. He had a first tiny prickle of fear. And like most people who are confused and beginning to be afraid, he felt the urge to engage in conversation and to seek reassurance.

“Do you transfer many inmates yourself, Warden? I would imagine that you would have subordinates do this kind of thing for you.”

“Och, ‘tis true enough. But as it turns out, they’re all onna coffee break jus’ at present.”

Bain did not feel reassured in the slightest.

“I see. Can you tell me, Warden, where I am being relocated?”

“I can. Her Majesty thought as how ye might do well ta pass an hour in one of our larger spaces.”

Does he mean a recreation room of some kind? Bain thought. He was vaguely aware that prisoners were allowed a daily hour of recreation outside of their cells. Maybe it was that, and nothing more.

The prospects of being freed early seemed poor, but the prospects of anything sinister happening seemed somewhat lessened to Bain. But then, he was being guided down a second flight of stone steps...

“Where is this larger space?”

Warden Smith smiled. “Oh, dinna worry, we’re nearly to it.”

But they weren’t nearly to it at all. The Warden led Bain down a third staircase, and then a fourth which terminated in a dirt floor. A rat, startled by the scuffing of footsteps, squeaked and darted deep into the shadows.

This is no recreation area, Bain thought. He decided to change tactics.

“You do know, of course, Warden, that I am a very influential man. I can offer rich rewards to my allies and associates. I wonder if you are entirely happy in your present position.”

Warden Smith smiled, but his words were heavy. “Well, that’s very interestin’, prisoner. But I serve the Crown, an’ not the men hired by the Crown to handle the administration of th’ Realm. An’ the law says how it isna legal to take a bribe. Or to offer one either, for tha’ matter.”

“Of course. It’s a good thing that a bribe was neither offered nor accepted, then.”

“So ‘tis, so ‘tis,” Warden Smith said. “Ah, here we are, prisoner.” He led Bain into a room that was quite large, and which was well lit by dozens of blazing torches spaced evenly along the walls. The room contained only a thick post at its center, a single square table off to one side, and a large wooden bucket set atop the table. Bain tried to stop in his tracks, but Warden Smith dragged him along by his arm without difficulty.

“What is this place?” Bain asked, panic starting to set in again.

“Och, ‘tis just the post room, prisoner, that an’ nothing more.”

Before he could react, Warden Smith raised Bain’s bound hands up high and looped the chain that connected the bracelets of his handcuffs over a peg high on the post. He then swung a sturdy latch on a hinge across the peg and clicked it neatly into place.

Bain was stretched out so that he could just barely stand flat footed. He moved his hands to the limits of their range of motion trying to unhook the handcuffs from the peg, but he made no progress.

“Warden…” he said, his voice higher than before.

But Warden Smith was now crouched down, and he efficiently clicked iron manacles around one of Bain’s ankles, and then the other.

Bain began to shuffle his feet about, and found that they, too, now had a very small range of motion.

“Warden…”

“There, now, neat as a bug in a rug.”

“I demand that you release me from this…illegal binding!”

“Illegal, is it? Well now, I’d say that’s a question for a magistrate. If I hear from a magistrate that I mustna hold ye in such a fashion, I’ll be sure to release ye without delay.”

“I am the Chancellor of the Realm and I order you to release me!”

Warden Smith began to retreat from the chamber. “Do you know, you’d be surprised how often a Warden hears such declarations as that? ‘I’m a Senator! I’m th’ Lord Chancellor! I’m King Harold himself! Release me in the name of the Realm! It’s funny how the criminal mind works, sometimes. I always wonder if those who makes such claims are jus’ trying to avoid their punishment, or if they really believe what they’ve said.”

“But I am the Chancellor!”

“Mayhaps ye are, but that’s what they always say, so ye can appreciate that I’ve conditioned meself to ignore such claims.”

“Warden!”

The Warden took a sniff at the bucket on the table as he passed by. “Hmm, ‘tis alcohol, and no mistake. Perhaps there’s to be a party in here, then.”

“Bruce!”

The Warden paused at the doorway. “I’ll be back for ye presently, but first I plan ta see if there’s any of that coffee left upstairs. Enjoy yourself, prisoner.”

Warden Smith left the room, and Bain was alone.

Soon afterwards, Queen Sarah entered the chamber.

“I might have known,” Bain said.

“Good evening to you as well, Chancellor,” the queen said as she circled around to stand in front of Bain. She stopped a little off of center so that his face was not concealed by the post. “I thought it might interest you to know,” she said, “that the Senate voted in favor of a Regency an hour ago, and that I have been named Regent until such time as my husband regains his competency.”

“Well brav-o, and well played. I am not surprised, I suppose, that you were able to intimidate a few of the less motivated swing voters in your favor with me temporarily out of the way. How did you explain my absence, by the way?”

“I didn’t. It never came up.”

“A likely story. Well, Your Majesty, I look forward to working with you to further the best interests of the kingdom.”

“You are mistaken to believe that you will exercise any further authority in the Realm.”

“Ha! Mistaken? Listen…actually, first, do you know that I was actually somewhat concerned that the Warden had taken it upon himself to have me quietly murdered? But now that I see you are involved, and knowing that you lack the guts to order my death, I know that, despite the theatrical chaining of my person to a post in the deepest dungeon, I am as safe as I would be if surrounded by a hundred loyal men!”

“I will see you removed from power before the week is out.”

“You overestimate yourself. When I emerge from this ridiculous captivity in, what, two-and-a-half days’ time, and when I remind certain members of the Senate that they are severely compromised by their assorted wicked habits, and that I know where all the bodies are buried - in a couple of cases, literally! - you will never hold the 2/3 majority required to remove me as Chancellor.”

“I have no intention of seeking to remove you by a vote of the Senate. Before you leave this prison, you will resign.”

“Of course! I had been thinking of switching careers. Your plan is flawless. Tell me, do you plan to beat a resignation out of me?”

“Precisely.”

“More theater! You of course are well aware that, even as Regent, you cannot order the state or any citizen of the Realm to carry out a beating or any other physical punishment without an order signed by a magistrate, and that because I am a prisoner I must appear before a magistrate before such an order can be signed. You are boxed in on all sides. You may find this to be the usual state of affairs, going forward.”

“There is some truth in what you say. Some.” Queen Sarah snapped her fingers. Bain heard footsteps in the dirt and turned to see Alpha enter the room.

“Oh, come now, this really is too much! I refuse to be intimidated by further nonsense. I demand to be returned to my original cell at once!”

“You will be returned to your usual cell, but not at once.”

“There is no reason for further delay. I will not be resigning, and I will not be influenced by juvenile play-acting.”

“I do not really expect either. Neither is the true reason for my visit tonight. But I am certainly not acting. I told you earlier this evening that I would see you whipped for threatening my daughter. That is why you have been brought here.”

“We have been over the limits on your authority. I am sure that your friend looks very savage, but…”

“But I am not a citizen of the Realm,” Alpha interrupted, speaking for the first time.

“I…how’s that again?”

“The Queen Regent cannot order that you be harmed by a citizen of the Realm. Valkyries are not citizens of the Realm.”

“Certainly you are,” Bain said, starting to look worried.

“Under the terms of the agreement that my distant predecessor signed with Good King John, I assure you that we are not. We began independent, we wished to remain independent, and we are to this day independent.”

“Yes, but the law is clear…”

“I am the Primero of the Independent Order of Valkyries. I am a law unto myself.”

Bain turned to Queen Sarah. “Your Majesty, technicalities aside, you cannot sanction state violence without an order of a magistrate.”

“She is not an officer of the state, Chancellor. She is an independent contractor, and I have agreed to pay her fee. I believe your fee was one copper.” The queen reached into a sleeve, withdrew a small coin, and tossed it to Alpha.

Alpha snatched the coin from the air. “So it was. I thank you for full payment in advance.” She began to uncoil a leather whip with nasty looking braids at its tip.

“Your Majesty!”

Alpha took up a new position behind Bain. She tested her whip off to one side and gave a good snapping crack to a wall.

“Please!”

“Chancellor Bain. Tonight’s session is for threatening my daughter, and your punishment will not be halted for any reason. At tomorrow night’s session, you will have the power to stop the proceedings at any time by signing a letter of resignation. Alpha, please commence.”

Bain heard and felt the whip’s next crack simultaneously. The instant, burning, overpowering pain was sharper than any he had experienced in his life. His thoughts scrambled, and the outrage he had planned to express became a high pitched, primitive scream.

Before he finished his cry, a second blow landed and cut it off. Then Bain yelled once more. This cycle repeated itself five times, eight, ten. Bain’s vision narrowed to a tiny portion of the post in front of him, and he struggled to stay on his feet.

At ten lashes, Alpha looked to the queen with one eyebrow raised. Queen Sarah mouthed the word, “More.”

At thirteen lashes, Bain vomited down the front of his shirt. At fifteen, his feet began to falter, and he put most of his weight on his wrists which were bound by the handcuffs. Alpha again looked to the queen, and again she mouthed, “More.”

A sixteenth blow fell - crack! - then a seventeenth - crack! - then an eighteenth - crack!

After the eighteenth, the queen said, “Halt.”

Alpha nodded and began coiling her whip. When she finished, she tucked it into her belt and walked over to the bucket on the table. She carefully filled the large dipper she found inside with alcohol and walked back over to Bain. The Chancellor dangled by his wrists, panting and gasping.

Alpha whispered in his ear, “This will prevent infection.” She held the ladle behind his neck and started to pour its contents down his ruined back.

“Unnnaaaaahhhhh!” Bain rasped, his voice almost gone, but not completely. When the ladle was empty, Alpha turned and threw it overhanded. It tumbled end over end and landed with a small splash in the center of the bucket at the far end of the room. “The fee tomorrow will be the same,” she said.

“And I will have your payment,” the queen replied.

Alpha nodded and left the chamber.

Queen Sarah had a bit more to say. “You need not endure any more blows tomorrow night, Bain. If you resign, you have my word that you shall be released promptly and transported to the edge of Realm territory in the direction of your choice where you will be set at your liberty. I have no desire to have you whipped again, but I believe that you are a traitor, or at the very least a subversive, and I will not have you exercise further authority in my kingdom.”

Bain, for one of the few times in his life, had no words to say. He managed a raw sob, and that was all.

The Queen Regent left him there, covered in tears and vomit and blood and alcohol.

A short time later, Warden Smith returned to the post room to find Chancellor Bain in a state of semi-consciousness and dangling from his handcuffs.

“Weel, prisoner, it seems ye have had a bit of a rough evenin’, then.” He used his key to open all of the locks on the cuffs that bound Bain. He then leveraged himself under Bain and lifted the Chancellor until he could get the handcuffs off of and away from the peg on the post. That done, he took Bain’s weight on his shoulders, and in one neat motion he had the Chancellor draped over his shoulders.

“’Tis a good thing my father ran a mill down in Yarmouth. I’ve had more’n my share of hauling heavy sacks since I was a wee laddie, do ye ken? ‘Twill make this next part easier, although I could wish for fewer flights to climb. But, sooner started, sooner finished.”

Bain’s head lolled a bit with each of Smith’s long strides. They exited the room, traversed the hallway, and reached the bottom of the first flight of stone steps.

Smith lowered his voice as he started to climb. “Ye know, prisoner, just between you an’ me an’ the wall, I dinna usually go for these kinds of shenanigans. I treat our guests with respect an’ care almost always. But ye must admit, prisoner, that when ye threaten the queen, and especially, most especially, when ye threaten the princess, her still being a child and all, weel, it can tempt a man to make an exception to his usual way of conductin’ himself. Ye understand, I imagine.”

Bain gave a soft moan in response that didn’t seem to do anything other than express misery.

“I figured ye would. But listen, now, about yer predicament. I’ll clean ye up and bandage ye and alla that. Ye may hurt somethin’ fierce, but I can give ye somethin’ from the dispensary for that as well. But then after, ye do understand that ye’ve another round tomorrow, and that if ye survive that one, still another the next night. It would seem to me that tha obvious choice would be to go on an’ resign. Tell me ye’ll think on it.”

The Chancellor made another small sound deep in his throat.

“I figured ye would, I figured.”

Warden Smith paused on a landing to shift Bain on his shoulders and distribute his weight more evenly. “Halfway home, then. Hang in there, prisoner.” He started to ascend the next flight of stone steps.

At length, Warden Smith deposited Bain back in his original cell, locked the door, and left.

When Smith checked the cell the next morning, the Chancellor was gone.


Chapter 24

The night after my confrontation with Bain, I couldn’t seem to fall asleep. I knew he was in prison, at least for the present, but I was just too keyed up to drift off. After tossing and turning for a couple of hours, I gave up and rose from my bed. I moved slowly, feeling my way past my doorframe and then past familiar furniture until I located the lantern on the mantle. I took a match from the old tin box that had sat in the same spot all my life, struck it, and lit the wick. I threw the match in the fireplace and turned the knob on the lantern to the left so that the flame would burn low. I didn’t want to wake Ma.

I was able to see then, and I walked to the bookshelf. I guided the lantern slowly past our collection of printed books. At the end of the row, the sphere of light illuminated three small books bound in colored leather. Most of our books were either new and hand copied, or they were truly ancient and set in type, but these three were both new and set in type.

I remembered when my father had brought them home from one of his journeys. The memory is sharper than almost any that I have of him, probably because he was so excited that day.

“Look here, love!” he said to Ma, pulling the books from his satchel and doing a sort of dance as he produced them each in turn. “There’s a man in the south who has built a mechanical printing press. He’s printing copies of works from the AD years as fast as he can crank it! They’re stacked shoulder-high in his back room.”

Ma marveled at them and read the titles on the covers aloud. “The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexander Dumas…David Copperfield by Charles Dickens…Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy. My…” Her expression changed quickly from wonder to concern, I remember - her eyebrows retreated from the top of her forehead to low and just above her eyes. “Can we afford them?”

“Ah!” Da slapped his leg and laughed. “They didn’t cost us a thing! See if I didn’t have a grand run of luck at the card table. And the largest pot I won had the printer’s IOU perched right in the middle of it.

“So after the game, who else should approach me and ask, ‘I don’t suppose you might allow me to reclaim that marker in a trade?’ Now his paper was worth a lot of marks - I won’t say how many - but the Book has a lot to say about those who struggle with debt, so I said to him that I might be agreeable and what did he have to swap?

“Well,” Da continued, “he took me to his shop and showed me his mechanical monster of a press and a tray of letters that were arranged to make some of the pages of the book he was working on. The letters were lined up neat as you please, line after line, and they ran backwards so they’d print forwards onto the papers when they ran through the machine. I scratched my head, but I could see how that would work out. He was a smart one, this gentleman.

“So then he showed me the stacks of books he had completed and said, ‘Would three volumes be a fair trade, sir?’ Now, to be honest, I would’ve taken a pair, and maybe even one of these beauties. Three sounded more than fair, and I said so. We shook hands, and I gave him the marker, and he tore it into halves, then quarters, then eighths, quick as you like. I could tell that it was a great relief to him, and I was glad to see him as pleased as I was with our transaction.”

“So I picked out these three, shook his hand again on my way out, and Bob’s your Uncle.”

Ma said, “Now you know I don’t approve of gamblin’,” and she shook a finger at Da a bit, but she was so delighted with the story that she couldn’t do anything but break out in a smile. She kissed him for what seemed like a long time. My parents didn’t kiss in front of me often that I can remember, but they did that day.

I selected David Copperfield from the shelf. I loved the Count, and I liked Anna well enough, but David was my hero. The volume was more worn than the other two - I couldn’t even guess at how many times I had read it. I took the book to the couch, set the lantern on the small table beside it, and opened to a random page.

Oh, good, I thought. It was one of the chapters with David and Agnes. Agnes the pure, Agnes the good, Agnes the beautiful. When I read about her, she always had Princess Claire’s face in the quiet, private recesses of my mind.

In the page I opened to, Agnes was expressing concern about Uriah Heep. Oh, how I hated that Uriah Heep. I read on and lost myself in the story.

After a time that I can only measure as about 25 pages of David Copperfield, I heard what sounded like a scratching at the front door. Maybe a squirrel? I thought. I stared at the outline of the door off in the darkness for a moment, then shifted my weight and went back to the story.

A couple of pages after that, I heard the scratching again, louder this time, and more insistent. Maybe a raccoon? I put the book down on the table and took up the lantern. I turned its knob most of the way to the right. The flame grew much taller, and it gave off several times more light. I was able to spot our broom propped up in a corner near the door. I resolved to use it to run the creature off the porch before it woke Ma.

I took hold of the broom by the handle and placed the lantern on a peg next to the door. Then, I crept up to the door, paused, and opened it up just a crack. I certainly didn’t want a squirrel to run past me and into the house.

I didn’t see anything at the base of the door, so I opened it up a little wider.

Chancellor Bain stood on our porch.

I dropped the broom and it clattered to the ground. I stood there, chest heaving, with utterly no idea of what to do next.

The Chancellor flashed a fish smile at me as he placed one gloved finger to his lips. “Shhhh,” he said in the still night.

He is here to arrest me he is here to take me run fight disappear!! My thoughts ran together and tumbled over one another as my brain tried to speed up and create some plan of escape.

The Chancellor whispered something to me, but it did not register. “Sir?” I managed to whisper.

“I said, we have business to discuss, you and I. Invite me in like a gentleman, and we will talk like gentlemen, one Councilman to another. You have nothing to fear.”

I thought I had quite a lot to fear, but I didn’t say so. I continued my silence.

Chancellor Bain grew agitated and began to speak above a whisper. With a barely controlled grimace, he asked, “May I come in?”

Princess Claire’s appendix saved me then, and it no doubt saved Ma as well. Let me see if I can explain…

Almost anyone, I think, would have said, “Yes.” It was the Chancellor at the door, a man outranked only by the royal family. And titles aside, he was so accustomed to command that his voice was almost hypnotic, and it almost compelled one to comply.

But I had, as a very young boy, assisted on an emergency operation on one very intimidating person at the side of another such person. Princess Claire and Maestro don’t intimidate me now, but before I knew them, on the night of the operation, I don’t think I would have been more afraid of a pair of dragons.

But I hadn’t screwed it up. I did my job that night, and I actually helped. I got Maestro everything he asked for, and I handed him the right surgical instrument every time he issued a command to me. I did it standing tall and balanced on my feet like Da used to, and I did it by listening closely to what was said like Da used to.

And because of that experience, I didn’t squeak out a humble, “Yes,” to the Chancellor. If I had, I am certain that Bain would have killed me immediately and then killed Ma to make sure that there was no witness and no one to cry an alarm. But I didn’t say “Yes.” I bought us time instead.

I stood tall and balanced on my feet and said, “No, my mother is asleep.” I spoke at a normal volume. My voice trembled a bit, but I did not whisper.

Bain twisted his lips in a rage. I thought he was about to strike me or grab me, but he seemed to regain just enough composure to delay lashing out with violence. He said, “I will ask you one final time, boy…”

“What in the HELL is happening here?” Ma said from over my shoulder. Bain’s head jerked up when she started speaking. But his expression shifted quickly to one that was more reasonable, even somewhat friendly.

“Madam,” he said, “I am sorry for disturbing your rest, but I have urgent business to discuss with your son. The security of the Realm is at stake. May I come inside for a few moments?”

Ma belted her robe more tightly, took the lantern from the peg, and held it out. She looked around our porch. “Why can’t you ask your questions here and now? Brian will answer them.”

Bain was reverting back to his agitated state. “Because,” he almost hissed, “I do not wish for any conspirators to be alerted. I wish to ask my questions inside and out of sight and may I enter?”

Ma considered the Chancellor for a moment. Then, she said, “Waaaait, now. Wait just a minute here.”

“Quiet!” Bain admonished her in a rasp.

“You seem uncommonly keen on securing an invitation to enter our home. Could it be that, much as you might wish to, you are unable to enter without an invitation?”

“What could you possibly mean by that? We have no time for this foolishness. Allow me in, or I will haul your boy - roughly - to the interrogation room in the deepest level of…”

“Is it possible,” Ma continued, “that you are bound by Oath to not enter a dwelling-place unless invited?”

The Chancellor groaned and ran a hand over his face. “Woman, you have read so many fairy tales that you mistake them for reality. But if I MUST demonstrate…” He took two large strides and crossed the threshold of our door, backing me and Ma up as he did so.

Ma deflated in an instant. Her shoulders hunched, and she cowered before the Chancellor. “Please forgive my feeble peasant mind, my Lord. It is late and your visit has addled me, I fear. You are of course wel…”

“MA!” I shouted, and she stopped mid-word. She looked at me with terrified eyes that I can only compare to eyes I once saw on an animal that was being branded. From where I stood, I could see something she couldn’t. “Ma! His hand remains behind the doorframe.”

It was subtle, the way he had positioned himself. He leaned towards my mother and menaced her with his left hand. He placed his body between Ma and his trailing arm, but I could see that he stretched it as much as he could. He resembled a man holding one end of a leash while a dog strained at the other end. And he held the fingertips of his right hand just barely outside of our home.

Ma shook her head and regained her focus. “So. You ARE unable to enter uninvited.”

“Madam, my business is…”

“You ARE bound by Oath!”

“You must be silent…”

“And you are most certainly not what you appear to be.”

“This game of yours is over, and…”

“WATCHMEN!!!” Ma shouted into the night. “BURGLARY!!!” Dogs began barking from properties all around.

Chancellor Bain looked on us with a level of hatred I had never previously seen. “You will pay a steep price for this,” he said before disappearing into the night.

As one, Ma and I lunged forward towards the door. She slammed it shut, and I dropped the bar across it. We held each other until help came.

The night watchmen searched all around for the Chancellor, but they found no trace of him.


Part III - The Operation 


Chapter 25

Ma and I moved into the House of the Valkyries. Queen Sarah offered to send constables to guard us in our own home around the clock, but Ma told me, “If there are insiders with the will and the ability to free the Chancellor from prison, then there may be others who can get to us. But it would shock me if the Valkyries were infiltrated, and so their offer of sanctuary is our best bet for the present.”

I couldn’t argue with her logic. I collected my most important things and Ma did the same. Alpha ordered that we be housed in a small cottage beyond the novices’ quarters. I would be the only male resident of the compound, but I had been training there for two years, and no one seemed surprised or irritated by my presence.

After we spent half a day settling in, our lives resumed their normal routines from our new location. Ma copied materials for the Archives, and I worked with Maestro. A Valkyrie escorted us when we left the House grounds, and the escort would stay outside of the laboratory or Archives or wherever until we were ready to return.

I wasn’t bothered by the arrangement. Ma was made somewhat uncomfortable by it, but she said, “It will not be forever, Brian. Only until the mess with the Chancellor is resolved and the traitors are rooted out. The Warden and the Rangers and the High Constable are working on little else. They’ll find all who are responsible.”

I kept up with my training sessions as well. Rho sparred with me the day after we moved into the House grounds, and then a few days after that, Alpha worked with me.

She seemed distracted, though. She kept checking the front gates, and I was able to score a couple of touches with a practice sword. My skill had improved mightily over the past two years, but my strikes were nothing special, and they were the type that Alpha normally would have blocked with ease.

She called an early end to our training session and sat with me on a bench asking questions about Jack. He was still gone on his latest herb gathering mission to the west, and I didn’t have any idea when he would return. I said so in a few different ways.

“He should be back by now,” Alpha said. “And you are certain that Maestro…”

“Halt!” a voice cried out. I looked up and saw Jack running towards the main gate to the training yard. He was pursued by a novice, and it looked as if she were about to draw her sword from its scabbard.

Alpha looked up and called out, “Let him through!!” The young sister skidded to a halt, took her hand off her sword, and returned to her post.

Jack slowed his pace a little bit, but he still approached us at a brisk jog. He held a small stack of brilliant white paper in his hand and he gave it to Alpha as soon as he reached her. She scanned the first page, then flipped through the rest of them. “But this is too much,” she said. “This is all since the last time?”

“Yes, Alexis. I thought at first I had forgotten some of the last message, but I hadn’t. This is all new from her.”

“This is bad.”

“Yes.”

Alpha scanned through the pages. “Does she know?”

“No. It’s all the same to her whether she experiences one second or two every hour.”

I sat on the bench puzzled by almost all statements made by both of them, but the intensity of their conversation compelled me to keep my questions to myself.

“We have to do it now,” Jack said.

“Without Pete or Rebecca or...any kind of backup?”

Jack held his palms up. “Banner is still almost four years away from the Saturn void. Her body temperature is up almost a full degree.”

“Is something malfunctioning?”

“Everything is malfunctioning under there! It’s a miracle she’s survived as long as this.”

“Jack…”

“Maestro and I have the skills and the knowledge. I believe we can save her. And it’s not as if there’s really any choice here.”

Alpha pondered that for a moment. “When will we leave?” she asked.

“Today. Maestro and I will collect all of our equipment and instruments and potions.” Turning to me, he said, “I’ll need your help, too, Brian. Tell your mother that you’ll be gone for at least a week.”

“Um…” I said.

“I’ll fill you in on the whole story later, but surely you’re too bright to think I’ve been searching for herbs every time I disappear for a week all these years.”

I admitted that I had suspected as much.

“Well, you don’t know the half of it. Be prepared to learn some new things about the world, my friend.” Turning to Alpha, he said, “If we leave in the next few hours, we can make the first Ranger station by nightfall.”

Alpha nodded. “I’ll be ready. Brian, go and talk to your mother. Actually, we will go and talk to her together. Jack, return here with Maestro when you are ready to depart.”

“Right.” Without another word, Jack started jogging for the gate. Alexis rose and started for the cottage I shared with Ma, and I fell in alongside her.

She asked me a question that surprised me. “Do you still have a little wagon with painted red wheels?”

When the surprise wore off, I was a little bit embarrassed, though I wasn’t really sure why I felt that way. I kept everything I had from my father.

“Yes,” I said. “How do you know of it?”

“I was there the day your father gave it to you.”

I tried to think that statement through. “As…as a child? You knew my father?”

“Briefly. He introduced Jack and myself to Maestro. But he brought us to your home first. You were about two, and you won’t remember this, but you gave me a block with an A on it for ‘Alexis’. You were a smart one.”

“You’ve known me as long as that?”

“Yes, Brian. I have tried to…look out for you from time to time.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say at first. But then I asked, “Is that why you agreed to train me?”

Alpha smiled. “In part, yes.”

We walked along for awhile. “Do you still have the block?”

“I do, and it amuses me that the A can now stand for either ‘Alpha’ or ‘Alexis’.”

We reached the cottage and went inside. Ma sat at the table copying a manuscript. She invited us to join her, and she wiped ink from her quill and set it aside as we sat down.

“Time is of the essence and I will get to the point,” Alpha said. “Jack and I must make a journey to aid my mother. Maestro will accompany us, and we would like Brian along to assist as well.”

This was the first I had heard mention of Alpha’s mother. Actually, it was the first specific information of any kind I had about the journey’s purpose.

“And how long would he be gone for?” Ma asked.

“Ten days would be most likely, although it could be somewhat longer or shorter.”

Ma looked to me. “And you wish to take this journey?”

“Well…if they need me, then yes, Ma.”

Ma rubbed at her eyes with her left hand. She was always careful to use the one that had no ink stains upon it when she touched her face. She leaned back and smiled. “There are two reasons that I am going to approve of this.”

“Oh?” I was pleased to be getting her approval and apprehensive at the prospect of actually departing for the unknown.

“Aye. The first is that, were your father here, you would have been journeying far away from the City for years now with him. I feel as if this trip may provide some of the education that you would have had from him, and which I cannot provide. The second reason is that you may well be safer out of the City than in it for the time being. No offense, Alpha, to the protection your subordinates provide, but distance may prove better still for avoiding peril in the short term.”

“It may,” Alpha agreed.

“When will you be leaving?”

“I hope to depart in about two hours’ time.”

Ma nodded to Alpha. “I’ll help him get packed. He’ll be ready.”

Alpha thanked her and departed.

Ma and I spent the next two hours filling my old knapsack with clothing and toiletries and food that would keep. The time passed quickly and before I knew it, Ma said that it was time to go. She hugged me fiercely and told me to come back to her safely.

“I suspect you will see wonders, Brian. I’ve not asked Alexis nor Jack for their secrets, but secrets they have.”

“Do you worry about them, Ma?”

“No. I met them thirteen years ago. I suspected no malice from them then, and I suspect no malice from them now. But I believe that they know things which they share with only a precious few, and you will soon be counted among the small number who will see more of their world. Now go, before you are late and I am in tears.”

After one more embrace, I shouldered my bag and left the cottage.

Jack had returned to the House of the Valkyries with Maestro. Both of them were on horseback near the archway to the training yard. I could see that Jack held the reins of a third horse, and I didn’t need to get very close to it to see that it had a swayed back. When I got closer to Jack and Maestro, I could see that they both had small smiles on their faces.

“Meet your horse, Brian. This is Bucky.”

Bucky stared straight ahead. His teeth stuck out all over the place, and I thought he was eating something, but it turned out that he was just chewing on nothing.

Alpha approached on a war horse. She was in full battle gear, and seemed to carry enough weapons to take on ten men. “Mount up!” she said to me.

I put my foot in a stirrup and soon sat tall on my horse. Or at least as tall as one can sit on a swayback horse.

The four of us rode through the archway and towards the House’s front gate.


Chapter 26

We rode for the rest of that day, and we stopped for the night at a Ranger station. Alpha told me that she and Jack had first stayed in it when they had first met my father. They both talked of him while we prepared dinner, and Maestro chimed in occasionally as well. They didn’t really tell me anything that I didn’t know already, but it was pleasant to hear others speak well of him. I felt closer to my father that night than I had for some time, and I fell asleep easily and slept soundly.

We rode for most of the second day of the journey. I learned much of the purpose of our trip, and also of Jack’s and Alpha’s pasts along the way.

I spoke mostly to Alpha during the first half of that day’s ride. When Bucky and her war horse had kind of strayed away from the others, I said, “I guess you’ve made this trip to wherever we’re going a lot of times, Alpha.”

She replied, “Well, first off, I’m only Alpha in the City or when I’m leading Vals outside the City. I would rather you called me Alexis while we make our travels.”

I agreed to do so.

“But yes, Jack and I have made this journey…about twenty times together. And several times apart. My mother lies ill a long way away, but we try to visit her twice a year.”

“Ah. Is Jack…a relative of yours?”

“No. He’s in love with my mother,” she said frankly. “He’s been trying to learn how to save her for all the years he’s worked with Maestro.”

“Oh. So…all the experiments about controlling blood loss are for her, then?”

“Yes. That will be the key to everything. I pray he’s learned enough.”

“So we’ll be performing surgery on her when we arrive at her…bedside?”

Alexis smiled a little bit at that. “Not bedside, exactly, but when we reach her, yes. It’s now or never, as they say.”

“Well, I’ll do anything I can to help.”

“I know you will, Brian. I know you will.”

I spent most of the second half of the ride with Jack.

“How’s old Bucky?” he asked me.

“Well, he rides fine.”

“That’s good.”

“Why does he chew all the time?”

“That’s just Bucky. He’s always been that way.”

“He’s one of your horses, then?”

“Nah. He’s Banner’s horse. Alexis and I are in charge of looking after him until Banner gets back.”

I went fishing for more information on Banner. “You’ve mentioned him before,” I said.

To my surprise, Jack told me all about him. “He’s been my best friend all my life. I surely miss him. You’ll meet him in about four years, I think.”

I tried to think of a destination that might take many years to reach and then return from. “Is he…beyond the ocean?”

Jack clapped and laughed. “And then some!” he said.

“Well, what’s beyond that?” I asked.

Jack pointed straight up. “He’s not on Earth, kid. He’s headed for a place near Saturn.”

I searched Jack’s face for any sign of deception or joking or error, but I found none. I was at a loss. He was a man who had never lied to me so far as I knew over a span of many years, and yet his statement was so incredible that I couldn’t accept it as truth. “Oh,” I said.

“You’re aware that before the Kinetic War men went to space?”

“I know of Neil Armstrong, yes,” I said. Maestro had told me of some of the wonders of the AD years, but they were from an age so remote, so unreachable, that they seemed to me not much different than much older legends of Icharus and Sisyphus and Mercury.

“A spaceship is just a vehicle, Brian, and my buddy Banner is in one now. It’s damaged and so it’s moving more slowly than usual, but it’ll get where it’s going and get back here, too. Just not in time to bring help for Alexis’ mother. That, we’re going to have to do on our own. I just hope I’ve learned enough.”

“Alexis says that you’re in love with her mother.”

“That’s true enough,” Jack said.

“I have wondered why you’ve never married. Or even dated anyone.”

“Yep. Laura’s the only girl for me.”

“Yeah. I think I can understand that,” I said, thinking of Claire.

“I’ll bet you can,” Jack said. “I heard she kissed you, you sly dog.”

What?! I thought. I tried to cover my secret, “Who do you mean?”

Jack just laughed. “Princess Claire. Obviously.”

“How would you know about…”

“Old Davy. I love that man, but he trades gossip like the merchants trade letters of credit.”

I had no mirror, but I didn’t need one to tell that my face was beet red. “It was a one time thing in an emotional moment, nothing more than that.”

“Maybe,” Jack said.

I turned to face him fully. “I’m a half-orphan boy with mismatched eyes and no wealth and nothing to offer her and I will thank you to mind your own business!”

Jack never stopped smiling, but he was less mirthful and more serious when he replied. “You are brilliant and interesting and descended from one of the Four. You are poor for the moment but you won’t be for long, and you prevented a traitor from taking over the kingdom she hopes to rule one day with quick thinking and at great personal risk. You have as much of a chance as anyone to win her heart so long as you don’t mess things up by inventing and believing a lot of nonsense about being unworthy.”

Jack flicked the reins of his horse and rode off to join the others. I kept Bucky away from everyone for awhile and tried to make some kind of sense out of all that Jack had said of starships and love and self belief.

In the early evening, we arrived at a hill that concealed a large cave until we rode around to its west. There, a large mouth gave access to the cavern. The others dismounted at the mouth and turned their horses free.

“Shouldn’t we tether them?” I asked.

“No,” Jack said. “We won’t be riding them the rest of the way.”

“They won’t run away?”

“They’re used to the routine by now. They’ll stay close by.”

“So this is where you come to ‘gather herbs’?”

“It’s one of the spots along the way, yes.”

“Um...if we don’t need the horses for awhile, are we almost there? To…Laura?”

“No, Brian, we’ll need to go many times the distance we have come so far, and for that, we need a different type of conveyance. You remember how I said that a spaceship is just a vehicle?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I don’t have access to one of those at present, but I do have another kind of vehicle that I think you’ll like.”

I peered around inside the cave. “In there?”

“Yep.”

“OK.” I followed Jack and the others into the interior of the cave. There were a lot of strange tracks in the sandy floor leading to a rock wall in one corner of the cavern, and everyone seemed to be heading in that direction. When we got to the wall, Jack brought us to a stop.

“I’ll show you a couple of our secrets now, Brian. Don’t be frightened by anything you see. There is no magic, dark or otherwise, happening here. Everything is just lost tech that Alexis and I happen to be in possession of.”

“Um…so where is it?” I asked. I wanted to believe Jack, but there was nothing interesting that I could see.

“Behind the wall,” Jack said with a smile. He approached the wall and walked right through it. I am quite sure my mouth hung wide open.

A few moments later, Jack returned sitting in a wild sort of wagon that moved under its own power somehow. It was black and shiny and looked absolutely amazing. “What is it?!” I asked him.

“It’s a Jeep. Climb in,” he said as he pointed a thumb at the two seats behind him. I stepped over a small door and sat down. The seat was covered with leather or something like it, and it was padded underneath. It was more comfortable than most chairs I had ever sat in.

From my vantage point, I could see a panel in front of Jack that displayed a variety of glowing numbers and letters, but there were no candles or lanterns or anything else that could explain the lights.

Alexis jumped into the vehicle and sat in the chair beside mine, and Maestro eased himself into the seat next to Jack.

“There’s a belt you’ll want to fasten, Brian,” Alexis said. She showed me how by taking two straps from either side of her own seat and binding them together by joining two metal squares at their ends with a small click. I found the equivalents in my own seat and repeated her movements until I felt a click as well. Maestro pulled a belt around himself that looked more like Jack’s. Both it and Jack’s included a diagonal strap that started at the shoulder.

Jack placed both of his hands on a circle that rested on some sort of column in front of him and said, “Next stop, Colorado.”

By a method I could not determine, Jack coaxed the wagon to move forward. It travelled slowly until we cleared the mouth of the cave, and then it began to travel at a speed far above that of a horse at a dead sprint. I was alarmed at first, but none of my companions seemed to be, and so I began to enjoy the new experience. I soon found it pleasant watching the world zoom by with the wind rushing through my hair.

As the skies darkened, Jack had one more surprise for me. He said, “Watch this.” He pressed a button near the lighted numbers on the panel in front of him, and two beams of light shot out ahead of us. They made it easy to see everything for a hundred yards ahead and more.

Maestro and Alexis fell asleep soon after sunset, but I didn’t until much later. I watched us chase after those beams of light long into the night.


Chapter 27

Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

From atop the dais, Lord Jeffrey addressed the prisoner cordially but without any trace of good humor. “Bain. Welcome. It is wonderful to see you. How have you been?”

“Ah, passing fair, Lord Jeffrey.” Bain looked anything but passing fair after a week of continuous hard travel.

“I am told that you have had difficulties in implementing your instructions. Let us speak of that.”

“My Lord, it was a very near thing. I was within an hour of taking total control of the government, and…”

“And close, as they say, only counts in horseshoes. You have failed.”

“I have failed to take control of the Realm for the present, yes. But I still hold valuable information, and I am still loyal to your cause.”

“Loyal. Yes. I do wonder, Bain, if you have ever had loyalty to anyone who did not offer the highest price for your services.”

“On the contrary, I will pay any price to bring the royal family to its end. In point of fact, I have already paid a very high price.”

“Ah, yes. I received a report that you were whipped. By a Valkyrie. You found the experience unpleasant, I take it?”

“I will plant both the queen and the Primero in the earth myself before all is said and done.”

“Oh, good. A bold boast. Let me ask my companions for their thoughts on it. Gentlemen?”

“It seems unlikely, Lord,” said Gregory, taking care to use six syllables.

“I wouldn’t place a bet,” said Gary.

“He seems to lack the strength,” said Glen.

“Hmm. They seem skeptical. Lorelai? What say you?”

“I ask again why this failed revolutionary has not yet been Harvested.”

“You would like to Feed on him, then?”

Lorelai looked Bain up and down. “Oh yes. I would like to Feed while he is warm and thrashing, Jeffrey. May I?”

“In time, perhaps, my love, but not yet. I am not completely convinced that this man has outlived his usefulness.” Turning to Bain, Jeffrey said, “I am an optimist at heart, you see.”

Bain shook his head to clear it. The conversation had been heading into treacherous waters. “Ah, very good, my Lord. And yes, yes indeed. I can be very valuable to you still.”

“Oh, good. I do hate to lose assets that have been carefully cultivated. Especially when they are as expensive to cultivate as you…have…been. It seems to me, we have yet to receive our money’s worth. What say you, gentlemen?”

“He’s no bargain, that one,” said Gregory.

“Can we get a refund?” asked Gary.

“We should have kept the mon…” Glen bit his sentence off. Lord Jeffrey’s head swiveled around and he blinked his eyes slowly.

“We should have kept the cash,” Glen amended.

Jeffrey frowned, but turned his attention back to the prisoner. Glen sighed in relief.

“I believe I know how the fair Lorelai will answer the question already,” Jeffrey said. “But. To arrive at the bottom line. I am sure that you are interested to know what your future holds. If it holds anything at all.”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey.”

“Well. You will be given a room. It will be nicely appointed. You will have meals delivered to it regularly. And you will remain there until such time as I have need of your insights. I do hope you find your accommodations agreeable. Guards, please escort this man to his quarters. If he tries to escape in any form or fashion, you may Harvest him.”

“My Lord?” Bain asked.

Jeffrey leaned forward. “Understand. Your existence is like a coin balanced on its edge. It could go either way. If you should get another chance to be useful to me, you will not fail a second time.”

“No, my Lord.”

“Mmm. One last thing for now. Is there, perchance, a young woman named Ronnie in the Realm at present?”

“She resides in the castle and under guard. I can tell you where her chambers are located and how to access them.”

“There. You see. You justify my faith in you already.” Lord Jeffrey turned to Lorelai. “I do hate to use any more of our limited assets in the Realm, but it does seem to me that our friend Veronica must be sanctioned. Would you agree?”

Lorelai almost hissed. “Vile orphan girl. I gave her everything! She must pay an extreme and dear price, Jeffrey.”

“Yes. I agree. Bain, I will send a man to visit you. You will give him all information necessary so that an extraction may be performed. Or perhaps more than one extraction. We shall see.”

“Of course, my Lord. It will be my pleasure to help.”

“Yes. Now. Begone from my sight. I find I like you better when you are…somewhere else.”

The guards took Bain by both arms and led him away from the dais. He was smart enough not to struggle or say a word.

Jeffrey turned to the three men behind him. “It is time for you to retire as well, gentlemen. Lady Lorelai and I have much to discuss.”

The three men departed in silence.

“Guards! Seal the room!” Jeffrey called out. All around the great chamber the sounds of heavy doors being closed echoed off the walls. When all was silent, Lord Jeffrey turned his chair to face Lorelai’s and crossed his legs at the knee, right over left.

“Well. It seems our efforts to decapitate the Realm have failed.”

“Yes, Jeffrey, I’m afraid they have.”

“Whatever shall we do?”

“We must continue executing our plans to expand the Harvests. The people grow restless and will stand for no less.”

“I would imagine that at some point the Realm will respond with greater force. No?”

“Perhaps not, my love. Without a strong king, they may lack the stomach to rally resistance.”

“I have received reports that the queen has been named Regent. What do we know of her?”

“She matters not. War with the Society requires the approval of their Council of War. Will they truly choose to follow a mere Regent into battle if their own lands are not under attack?”

“I am not sure.”

“Certainty is not required, Jeffrey. In fact, the only certainty is that we will have an all out rebellion among our own people, and perhaps sooner than one would think, if we do not return the Harvests to their traditional levels.”

“Hmm.”

“The people hunger, Jeffrey. We must Feed them.”

“I have already authorized expanded raids in the Borderlands.”

“They are not enough. Enough with the occasional raids! We must march on the Borderlands. We must give the people what they expect. More than they expect. It is the only way to retain power.”

“Perhaps. And the Oaths?”

“I see no reason for us to depart from the Oaths. I know they are important to you, my love. If we have an historic Harvest, will not the people feel more bound to the Society than ever before? They will keep to their Oaths, Jeffrey.”

“They must. I will take risks to maintain the Society. But without the Oaths, there will cease to be a Society. I will not oversee a descent into barbarism, Lorelai.”

“There are none who want that, Jeffrey. Or at least, there are none who matter. What the people want is for the Society to reach a new pinnacle. To have might. To have influence. To live as we wish, unchecked and unhindered. They do not wish to cower below the Borderlands. They wish to take the Borderlands.

Lord Jeffrey steepled his fingers and touched his chin to them for a long time.

“There is much truth in what you say, my love. Assemble the commanders at dusk tomorrow night. I wish to be presented with…options.”

“Options for what, Jeffrey?”

“Options for a full scale invasion of the Borderlands. I will evaluate them and make a final decision.”

“You are making the right choice, my love.”

“I have made no choice so far.”

“Of course.”

“And as distasteful as I find him, bring Bain as well. He is not trustworthy, but I would like to see his reaction to various scenarios before I weigh them one against the other.”

“I will have him brought.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Jeffrey said.

“Tomorrow, then,” Lorelai echoed.

And so plans were made in the highest reaches of the palace.

As it turned out, at the same time, events of consequence were also transpiring in the lowest levels of the palace.

Ranger Stone had nearly a decade of bad breaks behind him. But on the night Lord Jeffrey questioned Bain upstairs, he got a good break that required three things to line up just so.

First, a new assistant in the prison kitchen confused a part of Ranger Stone’s meal with one meant for a high born prisoner. There were several wealthy inmates who had been accused of things like fraud and tax avoidance. They rested in comparative ease in large, clean cells, and critically, they were given silverware with their upgraded meals.

Ranger Stone still got a bowl of gruel and a slice of two day old bread, but the new assistant, in an oversight, added a fork to his tray.

This had happened a few times before over the years of Ranger Stone’s captivity. In all but one previous case, the guard who transported the tray to the Ranger’s cell had noticed the fork and removed it and yelled at whomever had placed it there.

The second piece of good fortune for Ranger Stone was that on this night, the guard paid no more attention than had the kitchen assistant. He slid the tray under the small slot at the bottom of the door and into the Ranger’s cell with the fork still included. It was the second time in nine years that such a thing had happened.

The last piece of good fortune was that Ranger Stone was awake and alert. The previous time a fork had ridden a tray into his cell, he had been in a near delirium from a recent massive blood draw, and he hadn’t even noticed the fork or the bread or the gruel at all. But this time, Ranger Stone realized what he had. Before he took a single bite of food, he secreted the fork inside his ragged clothing and tucked it out of sight.

He considered the immaculate timing of the arrival of the new tool. It had been three weeks since his blood was last taken. He had recovered from it, and he had nearly as much strength as he ever did.

He knew they wouldn’t take more blood for another ten days. He had paid close attention to the calendar for all the years of his captivity, and he had devised his own system of recordkeeping that he scratched into the stone wall beneath his cot with a small pebble.

They always took his blood on the 7th of the month. He knew that ten days in the future, September 7 would fall on a Saturday. Weekends meant fewer guards in the prison, and also that the man who drew his blood would be “doctor” Jakes, which offered him another advantage. Of all the men who entered his cell, Jakes was by far the smallest, and the quietest, and he would be the easiest to silence.

Ranger Stone knew that he could probably not overpower a large man. But even after the years of captivity he had endured, he was quite certain that he could overpower Jakes.

Ranger Stone took a bite of his stale bread, and for the first time in a long time, he smiled.


Chapter 28

I drifted off at some point that night.

I heard Alexis say, “We’re here.” I opened my eyes and was surprised that it was daytime and that we had parked at the base of a great mountain. I was also surprised to find that Alexis and Jack had switched places in the night and that Jack slept in the seat beside mine. He stirred and stretched and looked about him. “So we are,” he said. “Let’s get inside and see how she’s doing.”

I followed my companions out of the Jeep. Alexis approached a metal door set in the side of the mountain. She pressed a series of buttons arranged in a little rectangle nearby. They made strange high pitched chirps when she pressed them, and when she finished I heard two great thunks from inside the door. She opened it and led us inside.

I found myself in a hallway illuminated by strange dim red light. I would have been terrified to be there alone, but no one seemed to find anything out of place, and so I again did my best to relax in a new situation.

Jack said, “We’re going to be in a room soon that has a lot of tech, Brian. Most of it is keeping Laura alive.”

I tried to imagine what that might look like. “Is she awake?”

“Only slightly. You’ll see.”

The room we soon entered was much brighter. I couldn’t figure out how it worked, but rectangles set into the ceiling gave off a significant amount of light that was at least an approximation of sunlight.

There were three large ovals in the center of the room that looked like strange metal coffins. Two stood open on some kind of hinge, and the one in the middle was closed. A long strip of brilliant white paper fell from a machine next to that one, and Alexis went to examine it. “You left here how many days ago, Jack? Four?”

“Yes,” he confirmed.

“Then it’s getting worse. This is at least three times too much output.”

I learned later about the remarkable slow communication that the woman in the creche in the middle had carried out with her daughter and Jack over many years. I also learned later that she had been frozen for 615 years, and that Alexis had been frozen in one of the other pods for 600 years.

Jack was looking at some kind of display that had glowing numbers on it just as the Jeep had above the turning wheel. “Her temperature is up another third of a degree. We should do this today. This morning, actually.”

“I agree,” Alexis said.

To Maestro, Jack said, “There’s a kitchen that still has a fuel source that functions. It has containers of water as well. Follow me there so that we can sterilize our instruments. Brian, you should come with us. It will be time to scrub in soon.” Jack was even more of a fanatic than Maestro about making sure that the hands and arms of anyone who performed surgery were absolutely clean.

“I’ll wait here with Momma,” Alexis said. She was the only one who would not take part in whatever operation Jack and Maestro had planned. I imagined she wanted to use the time to sit and have good thoughts about her mother. “Do you want to see her, Brian?” she asked.

I walked over to the creche in the middle and looked through a clear circular window. I saw the face of a pretty woman with closed eyes and red cheeks and a dusting of ice in her eyebrows.

“Meet Momma,” Alexis said to me. “Hopefully, you’ll be able to speak with her later on today.”

“I hope so,” I said. We left Alexis in the strange room and went to prepare for surgery.

In the place that Jack identified as a kitchen, he made fire emerge from beneath one of four grates somehow by turning a knob. He handed me a large pot and pointed to a stack of odd bottles in one corner of the room. “Empty a couple dozen of those into the pot and get it boiling,” he instructed me.

The bottles were made of beautiful green glass. I couldn’t figure out how to open them at first, but Maestro showed me that the tops just twisted off. I got to work.

As we prepared, Jack and Maestro had a talk that included a lot of terms that were way over my head, but I could follow their conversation well enough to get the gist of it.

Laura was very, very cold. She had a nasty projectile wound in her leg that had partially or completely severed her femoral artery. She had lost a great deal of blood before she had been placed into the “hibernation pod”.

The tricky part of the surgery would be in the timing. Both Jack and Maestro had no problems clamping off and repairing damaged veins and arteries. But in Laura’s case, they couldn’t apply clamps or pressure too soon, because her artery would be very brittle until she warmed up at least somewhat. But if they waited too long and she lost more blood, she would not survive long enough for them to do anything else. Jack had created several compounds down in the cellar over the years that he hoped would prove to be helpful and buy them more time, but he wasn’t certain that they would be effective.

At one point, Maestro asked, “Are you sure about the, ah, division of labor?”

“Yes, positive. I could probably manage the repair, but you’re still better on the knife than I am. I’ll be more help applying the solutions, and I’ve done that a lot more times than you have.”

Soon, we had all scrubbed in, the instruments were all sterilized, and we returned to the room where Laura lay.

Alexis stood and asked, “Is it time?”

“It’s time,” Jack said.

“I’ll get out of your way. Good luck, Jack, and thank you for everything all these years however things go.”

“You’re welcome, Alexis. I’m looking forward to talking to her in real time.”

Alexis smiled a little bit. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“It will be nice, Alexis. You’ll see,” Jack said.

Alexis found a chair along a far wall and sat down.


Chapter 29

“Are you ready, Maestro?” Jack asked a few minutes later.

“I am.”

“Brian?”

“Yes, Jack.”

“Then let’s begin.”

Jack pressed a series of buttons. Soon, a new voice came from somewhere in the room, and it startled me more than anything else I experienced that day. It was a woman’s voice and not a woman’s voice at the same time, and for a moment I wondered if it was a spirit.

Every spring, the constables put on a performance which concludes with a dozen men beating drums in a way that simulates thunder. The drums suggest thunder. In the same way, what I heard suggested a woman’s voice, but it was something else.

Jack started to have a conversation with it.

The voice said, “Patient Ross comma Laura is extremely critical recommendation suspend reanimation protocol.”

“No can do, doc,” Jack said. “Override recommendation.”

“Enter override authorization code.”

“Seven two Beta nine Gamma.” I later learned that many of Jack’s and Alexis’ trips to the mountain base had included hunting for and eventually finding the code Jack had just recited.

“Override authority accepted confirm override.”

“Override,” Jack said. “Commence reanimation protocol at minimum permissible rate.”

“Commencing at twenty five percent standard rate. Opening Hibernation Pod 2.”

I heard muted mechanical thunks and the lid above Laura’s pod began to rise on its own. Even a few days ago the sight would have brought thoughts of ghosts to mind and sent me running from the room in terror, but after all that I had seen recently it almost didn’t even register as unusual. My mind was in a state that allowed me to accept almost anything.

Vapor emerged from the pod, and even from several feet away I could feel its sharp chill. After it had cleared somewhat, Maestro called his first instruction to me.

“Scissors,” he said. I retrieved a pair from the tray atop the cart at my side and handed them over.

Moving very deliberately, Maestro began to cut a ragged circle in the fabric of Laura’s trousers just above and to the inside of her right knee. Frozen blood made it clear that the area was the site of her wound. “Solutions One and Two, Jack.”

As Maestro cut, Jack started to apply liquids from two bottles to the area, and that seemed to allow Maestro to work more rapidly and dissolve some of the frozen blood. Soon Maestro was able to gently lift a piece of fabric the diameter of a teacup and reveal an ugly wound beneath.

“Scalpel,” Maestro said. I handed it to him right away. I couldn’t help but think back to handing him a scalpel to begin Claire’s appendectomy moments after I had first met him eleven years before.

“Solution Three, and don’t spare it.” Jack used a larger bottle that contained purple liquid to saturate Laura’s knee. “Body temperature is up one point seven degrees.”

“Can’t be helped,” Maestro said. “Making the incision. Brian, be ready with retractors.” As I prepositioned them at the edge of my tray, Maestro made a perfectly straight cut into the area above and below Laura’s entry wound. When he finished, he said, “Retractors.” I handed them over.

The simulated female voice said, “Cardiac signals detected, recommendation…”

“Override recommendation,” Jack said.

From her seat at the wall, Alexis said, in a voice filled with concern, “Jack?”

“Her brain is trying to send signals to her heart to establish a rhythm, but she’s still too cold for that.”

Maestro worked to pull the skin back along both sides of the vertical cut and bind it out of the way. “Mmm,” he said. “There it is.” He looked Jack directly in the eye and said, “It’s time for your Solution Four to shine, my friend.”

I knew that of all that Jack had developed in the cellar during the years of my apprenticeship, Solution Four had given him the greatest amount of difficulty. I also knew that he considered it to be the key substance for saving Laura.

Jack leaned over the wound and uncapped a large syringe. He didn’t use it to inject anything inside the damaged artery; he only used the syringe as a tool to place a gel precisely where he wanted it to go. He seemed to put most of it around the areas of undamaged artery immediately above and below where it had been severed. After working for a moment, he said, “That should make it pliable for about ten minutes.”

Maestro said, “Ten minutes will be sufficient.” To me, he said, “Secondary scalpel.”

With the new instrument, Maestro began to cut away the ruined part of Laura’s artery. When he was finished, there was a gap of at least four inches between its exposed ends, and I wondered what he could possibly do next. To Jack, he said, “Synthetic vessel.” To me, he said, “Tongs.”

Jack then opened a box that he called a field medical kit and took out a paper rectangle. He picked at a flap at the top of the paper for a moment and was able to somehow pull the rectangle apart into halves. Nestled inside the two halves was a flexible clear tube about the same diameter as Laura’s artery. Jack held it out at arm’s length, still resting between the halves of the paper. Maestro took the tongs from me and retrieved the tube. “Number three needle,” he said to me.

He took the threaded needle from my hand and began to sew the clear tube to the bottom half of Laura’s divided artery. When he was satisfied with his work, he said, “Small scissors.” I handed him a new pair, and he cut half an inch from the other end of the tube and then started to sew that end to the top half of Laura’s artery.

The simulated voice said, “Heart rhythm detected.”

“Jack?” Alexis said again.

“Almost complete,” Maestro said calmly. “Just two more stitches to be sure.”

“Circulation detected,” the simulated voice said, but no one needed the announcement. I could see the artery that Maestro worked on and others nearby move just a bit as blood began to move through them for the first time in 615 years. A small amount of red blood appeared inside the clear tube that now joined the two halves of Laura’s femoral artery.

“All contained,” Maestro said. “Last stitch complete…checking.” Maestro used the side of the needle very carefully to move the top and bottom of the clear tube about and examine his work. “All holding. Jack, apply Solution Three.”

Jack moved forward with the larger bottle and covered the repaired artery with more of the purple solution, but not nearly so much as he had used last time. When Jack stepped back, Maestro said, “Let’s get her to the table and start a drip.”

“Is that wise?” Jack asked.

“She will hope to walk and run and dance and live with this repair for many years. If it is imperfect, it will be far better to discover that now. But it will hold. Alexis, perhaps you are better suited to this next part than I am?”

Alexis rose right away and approached her mother.

“Just lift her very gently and move her to the table there,” Maestro said. Alexis and Jack worked together. They each ducked into the hibernation pod and moved one of Laura’s arms over their shoulders, and they each placed a hand behind one of Laura’s knees. Jack held the leg that had the wound.

They both held out fingertips to support Laura’s head as they lifted her from the pod and took small steps until they reached a silver table near several glowing panels. They set her down with great care, and Maestro resumed issuing commands.

“New scalpel,” he said to me. He made a small incision in the crook of one of Laura’s elbows to expose a vein. It was much smaller that the one we had worked on before.

“Jack, Solution Four. This vein is still too brittle.” Jack moved forward with his syringe and applied a tiny amount of gel to the new vein. When he backed away, Maestro prodded at the vein with the blunt side of his scalpel. “Good.” To me, he said, “IV port.” I handed it over. When Maestro had inserted it into the vein, he said, “Tape.” I gave him that as well.

Jack had been retrieving a clear mushy bag from the field medical kit. He hung it upside down from a tall shepherd’s hook. Maestro took hold of a tube that depended from the bottom of the bag and connected it to the IV port in Laura’s arm. He turned a small valve and the liquid began to drip.

Within half an hour, the bag was empty, Maestro had closed the incision near Laura’s knee, and we had placed a blanket over her and a pillow under her head.

The panels on the walls glowed with changing numbers and graphs that drew themselves and other strange things.

Alexis stood at the head of the silver table and smoothed her mother’s hair over and over again. “Will we try to…” she said before trailing off.

Maestro said, “We have done all we can. It is up to her now.”

The four of us watched and worried and waited.

After awhile, Maestro left to clean up in the kitchen and change clothes, but the most Jack would do was to wash his hands in a sink across the hall from the room with the hibernation pods. He propped the door open so that he wouldn’t be out of earshot, and he was only gone for about thirty seconds. Alexis didn’t leave her mother’s side for even as long as that.

An hour passed, and then two. Laura’s body temperature had risen to 98.6 degrees, but her eyes remained closed. Alexis and Jack stayed by her side.

In the third hour of their vigil, they started to talk to Laura, and in the fourth hour they started to read from the paper beneath the machine by the pod she had inhabited. Maestro described how they had communicated for many years. He told me how it all worked and how slow the process was, and I marveled at the patience required to carry on a conversation with someone who could exchange less than a hundred words per day.

Maestro asked me to calculate how many words had passed between them over the last thirteen years if I assumed that Jack wrote half of the words and Alexis wrote half of them. I was at first surprised that he would quiz me in such a setting, but I came to suspect that he was just trying to pass the time, or perhaps take my mind off the long vigil.

I found a scrap of paper, made my estimate, and returned to my seat near Maestro’s.

“I’d guess about 100,000 words from each of them to Laura, and about 100,000 from her back to each of them.”

“I’d say that’s about right,” Maestro said. He kind of nodded off soon after that, and since neither Jack nor Alexis seemed to be in any mood to talk, I was alone with my thoughts.

How do you fall in love in 100,000 words? I wondered. It didn’t seem like enough to build on.

But then again, I decided it was possible that I hadn’t exchanged much more than that number of words with Claire. I had talked to her about fifty times, I reckoned, but usually not for too long at once. But I had talked to her in person, and that had to count for something.

Could you fall in love without meeting someone?

What if that person took care of your child when you could not? What if that person saved your life?

And from Jack’s side, what if the other person gave your life meaning? For as long as I had known Jack, working on projects that would help Laura had given him purpose.

And they had been together in their own way. They had talked, although very slowly. They had seen each other, she through viewing slowly perceived photographs and he by peering through a circle of glass.

Still, I wondered what I would see if Laura woke up. Would I merely see a grateful woman and a man pleased with helping another person and accomplishing a difficult task, or would I see soulmates?

Some time later, I was deep in a daze when I realized that someone had said, very softly, “Baby?”

Alexis jerked upright in her chair and said, “Momma?!”

I came fully awake and saw Alexis lean over her mother. She was sobbing and she held her mother’s face in both of her hands. “Oh, thank you, Lord, thank you,” Alexis said.

“Am I out?”

“Yes, Momma, you’re out,” Alexis said around a laugh of relief. She pulled back just slightly and looked at her mother’s face. “Jack and his friends got you out.”

At the mention of Jack’s name, Laura began to look around. She found him immediately to her right, and they made eye contact for the first time.

“Laura,” he said softly.

“Jack,” she said softly.

Can you fall in love in 100,000 words?

If they are the right 100,000 words, it turns out that you absolutely can.


Chapter 30

As a pale half moon traced a slow path across the sky ...

Brian and Maestro searched the base under the mountain for useful items...

Alexis and Jack and Laura spent many joyful hours talking of happy things...

Old Davy kept to the shadows and followed a man he had not seen in the castle before...

Queen Sarah sat at a desk and worked by candlelight on the business of the Realm…

King Harold awoke in a cold sweat and felt more aware of himself than he had for some time…

Princess Claire thought of a specific boy more than usual...

Farmer Michael and Molly debated whether to stay put or flee to the north…

And Ranger Stone worked with tremendous patience to reshape both ends of his new fork.

And, somewhere between the orbits of Jupiter and Saturn…

The Valkyrie-198’s emergency engines continued their slow but steady output…

Pete’s and Rebecca’s projections danced through the long night in the library…

And in a hibernation pod in the medical room, Banner Dawson slept without dreams in the ice.

The End of Book 4 of The Voided Man
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Chapter 1

“It just seems like a bad idea,” Brian said.

I smiled at him. “Well, you can stay out here if you want to, but I’m going where there are beds with mattresses and food and clean water. But if you do stay put, just avoid Scorpion Valley over there.” I pointed to the opposite corner of the cavern that Jack had named when we first came to the place.

Brian looked across the cave with his one blue eye and one brown eye. “Why’s it called Scorpion Valley?” he asked.

I stared at him. “Why do you think?”

“Ugh. Well, I’ll stay away from that but I still don’t know about this wall.”

“You’d do it if Jack were here,” I said. Jack was back at the base under the mountain with Momma helping her to recuperate.

Brian looked at the apparent rock wall in front of us which was actually just a projection of a rock wall and said, “Do you promise me that I won’t fall into some kind of, ah…”

I rolled my eyes and stepped through the projection. I turned to watch what he would do next. I could see him, but he couldn’t see me. He tilted his head this way and that. I supposed that he was desperate to find some angle that would allow him to see the other side without actually going to the other side.

He looked over his shoulder in the direction of Scorpion Valley, and that did it. He set his shoulders and closed his eyes, took one big step, and passed through.

“Howdy,” I said to him.

Now his eyes darted all around his new setting. He took in the stacks of provisions and cots and the area where we parked the Jeep when we were not using it. He was especially drawn to a box of various devices that Jack and Banner had selected from the cargo hold of the 198 before our plan for a five week separation went sideways.

We played a game of “What’s this for?” Brian held up or pointed to a variety of items, and I explained their function.

“That links to a transmitter I placed behind the horses’ ears before we left. Maestro has the other one in the Jeep now. It will help him round up the horses in no time.”

“That’s another kind of field medical kit like the one Jack had during Momma’s surgery.”

“That’s my slate. It has more information on combat training than everything in the Archives combined.”

“That’s a personal shield generator. It creates an energy field that things like arrows can’t pass through.” I thought back to my brief trip to Society lands with Jack and Banner when I was twelve. “Trust me, that one comes in handy.”

Brian held up a final item. “And this?” he asked.

“That’s an antigrav belt. It allows the wearer to cancel out gravity.”

Brian stared at me. “Oh, come on.” Even with all that he had seen in the past few days, he expressed disbelief.

“Put it on and see for yourself,” I said. “But you should go back out to the main cavern. You’ll hit your head on the ceiling in here if you’re not careful.”

“Uh, huh.” Despite his skepticism, he did pass back through the projected wall and into the main part of the cave. I followed him.

“So I just put it on like a regular belt?”

“Yep.”

“And then what? Push the button on the side here?”

“Um, hmm.”

“And I just float up because gravity can’t affect me anymore?”

“Well…it’s more like you can overcome it up to about six meters, and then it fights you to a draw.”

“Huh. What do these dials on the left do?”

“Those are for moving around, but I’d leave them alone the first time around.”

“And you’re not pranking me here?”

“Would I prank one of the three people who just saved my mother?”

“I guess not. OK, then, here I gaaaahhh!!” Brian rose gracelessly upwards with his arms pinwheeling all the while. “Get me down!” he cried out.

I couldn’t help but laugh. He was kicking in the air and twisting and reaching, all to no benefit. “Just press the same button again,” I advised.

“I’ll fall!” Brian protested.

“There’s a safety function. It won’t let you.”

“I’ll fall!” he repeated.

Maestro entered the cavern leading the horses and took in the scene. He started laughing as well. “Sorcery!” he called out between chuckles.

“Help me, master!”

“Conjuring!” he called out, laughing harder now. “Witchcraft!”

“If I’m anything, I’m a warlock!” Brian yelled. Maestro and I laughed harder still at his protest.

Maestro said, “Well, witch or warlock, you do realize that in almost all points in all of history you would be murdered by your neighbors if you made such an appearance?”

Brian seemed to be calming down a little bit. “Are you guys going to help me or not?”

He didn’t look like someone who was going get himself down. “I’ll find the other one and come up there,” I said. “I need to go get feed for the horses anyway.”

I rummaged through the tech box until I found our other antigrav belt and fastened it around my waist. I smiled and decided to show off and also cut down on my labor. I filled a sack with horse feed from the large container where we preserved our main supply. I cradled the sack in my right arm so that my left hand would be free to manipulate the dials.

Maestro was still giving Brian a hard time on the other side of the projected wall. “Do you know, I think being burned at the stake was actually one of the least painful things that used to happen to people in situations like this.”

“When would there have been situations like this?!” Brian called down.

“Fair point. When there were accusations that someone had done something like this, but when the person had probably only gone atop a roof at night to retrieve something and had the misfortune to be an unpopular member of the community.”

I decided to make a grand entrance. I pressed the button and turned the dials just so and flew out of the concealed area of the cave towards Brian.

Maestro reacted with delight. “Dark magic! Possession!”

I swooped around Brian in lazy circles for a moment, enjoying myself. It fit my mood to do so. With Momma’s health and safety seen to, I was feeling more free than I had for a very long time. I mixed a few loops in with the lazy circles.

Brian reached out towards me. “I admit that you are an expert and I am a helpless baby, so can you just help me now? Please?”

At the word please, I glided over to him. “Politeness goes a long way in this world,” I said.

I shifted the bag of horse feed to my left arm and I came to a halt in the air with my right side nearest to Brian so that he could easily hit the main button on my antigrav belt. I put my right arm around his back and under his left shoulder. “Hit your main button and then hit mine.” Brian did as I asked, and we both descended gently to the sandy cave floor. Maestro applauded for a moment and then he got to work tethering the horses to a column where a stalactite had grown together with a stalagmite.

“Thank you,” Brian said. He took the belt off right away and handed it over to me. “I think I may wait awhile before trying that again.”

“That would be my recommendation,” I said.

We walked over to the horses together and placed their food within easy reach. Three of the horses went for it right away, but not Bucky. Our swaybacked gray horse with an enormous mouthful of crooked teeth just stared straight ahead and chewed on nothing. I smiled and patted his mane. “Good to see you, old Bucky,” I said. Brian seemed puzzled that I had kind words for him.

After we saw to the horses, we piled into the Jeep that Maestro had parked near the cave mouth. I drove us across the cavern and through the projected wall. It amused me to see Brian wince a little bit when I did that. I brought the Jeep to a stop in its regular parking place.

We set up a small camp stove and heated up our food. The MREs we had in our reserves didn’t have anything that needed to be cooked, but warm food always beats cold food, or so it seems to me. We set up three folding chairs that could also recline around the stove and heated our food in the last hour of daylight.

Jack and I had run out of preserved food from the 198 years before, and so everything we ate had been transported from the base under the mountain at one time or another. I was always amazed to eat food that had been kept edible for centuries. I always meant to ask Jack how stasis vacuum sealing worked, but I had never remembered to do so. Anyway, the chicken and rice and gravy was warm and filling and tasty.

Maestro went to bed early, but Brian and I weren’t tired, so I retrieved two lanterns that ran on quark batteries from our supplies and set them up by the chairs. I then started to make coffee in a pot I had also brought out.

The sun set, and the night was warm. The coffee brewed, and when it was ready I poured a cup for myself and a cup for Brian.

Bright stars began to shine through the two meter hole in the top of the cavern. I tilted my chair back and watched them and thought about Banner out among them.

Brian had his chair tilted back as well. “So Jack’s really from out there,” he said.

“Yes. He really is.”

“And you’ve really flown on his starship?”

“I have. Five times. Two of those times it landed right here where we’re sitting.”

“What’s it like?”

“It’s an experience. But you’ll see one day. Banner will be back in four years.”

“Jack told me more about him on the way to the mountain. He said Banner has been his best friend all his life.”

“That’s true. You could tell being around them. They’re quite a pair.” I smiled as I thought of the time the three of us had spent together. “They saved me, you know. I’d have gone mad alone under the mountain if they hadn’t shown up, and Momma never would have had even a chance of getting out of the hibernation pod.”

We watched the stars together for awhile longer.

“What’s it like, being Alpha?” Brian asked me.

I drank the rest of my coffee and thought about it. I eventually settled on saying, “It’s lonely.”

“It is? But you’re surrounded by people all the time.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “But there’s a distance between myself and almost all of them.”

“Even Rho?”

“Even Rho, although she is closer to a friend than the other Vals. The only true friends I have are outside the sisterhood, and there aren’t many. Just Jack, and Banner, and Maestro, and I hope you.”

“I’m your friend, Alexis.”

“Thank you, Brian. And I’m yours.”

“So if it’s lonely, then…”

“Then what?”

“Well I’m not sure if I’m supposed to know this, but didn’t you fight the last Alpha and take the job from her?”

That story was not widely known, but it was no secret, either. “It’s OK that you know, Brian. And yes, I took the job from her. I beat her half to death to do it.”

“Why?”

No one had ever asked me that question. That fact showed as well as anything else there was a gulf between me and most people. No one ever asked me much of anything about myself except for Jack and Momma. They were my only confidants, or at least my only confidants who were currently on Earth. But I thought perhaps Brian could become another. He was a boy, true, but if there was any validity to the castle gossip, he might very well end up King of the Realm in due course.

Although it was not normally my way, I decided to open my personal vault and share some of my secrets with him. I rose and poured myself a second cup of coffee, and I refilled Brian’s cup as well before replacing the pot above the low flame that warmed it.

I settled back into my chair. “It all started when I was an initiate only a little bit older than you are now,” I began. I spoke for a long time that night, and it felt good to let someone understand more about me.

I am the Primero of the Independent Order of Valkyries.

My name is Alexis Ross.

This is my story.
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