
WINTERHAVEN CHRONICLES

A SINISTER DARKNESS GROWS

1

WINTERHAVEN BOOKS 1-3

Winterhaven

The First Snows

The Blood of Torons

By Gilbert M. Stack

Winterhaven Copyright 2019 by Gilbert M. Stack

The First Snows Copyright 2019 by Gilbert M. Stack

The Blood of Torons Copyright 2019 by Gilbert M. Stack

Cover Copyright 2026 by Shirley Burnett

Map Copyright 2019 by Chris L. Adams

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Map of Winterhaven West

[image: ]


[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Map of Winterhaven East

[image: ]


[image: ]

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Map of Winterhaven West

Map of Winterhaven East

WINTERHAVEN 1 WINTERHAVEN

Dedication

Part I: The Festival

1: The Corpse

2: A Family Problem

3: The Mule

4: On the Subject of Guardians

5: Banwe’s Field

6: The House on the Street of Ravens

7: An Argument

8: The Lord-Constable’s Ball

9: On the Trail

10: A Perception of Justice

11: The Joust

12: Black Sheep

13: The Tunnels

14: At Ascalon House

15: Dhrugal’s Medicine

16: To Festival’s End

Part II: Ambition

1: Brothers

2: Edgefield

3: Siblings

4: Willem

5: Duke’s Bridge

6: Northwatch

7: Threats

8: Beneath the City

9: The Shrine of Freki

10: Ascalon and Garnier

11: The Problems of Thellaren Lord Maldon

12: The Lances in the Field

13: The Poetry Circle

14: Marador

15: Needle and Thread

16: The West

17: The Breaking Storm

Part III: Duty and Honor

1: The Aftermath of the Storm

3: Troubled Tidings

4: Lady Harriet’s Party

5: The Balcony

6: Delays in Marador

7: Return to Duke’s Bridge

8: The Siege of Castle Byre

9: Maneuverings

10: Cleadstone

11: Of Marriage and Family

12: The Second Siege of Castle Byre

13: The Second Western Offensive

14: A Roll of the Dice

15: The Incident in the Market Place

16: Orrin

17: The Hospital

18: The Quest for Lord Tavistock

19: The Lord-Constable’s Court

20: What Happened After

Afterward

WINTERHAVEN 2 THE FIRST SNOWS

Dedication

Prologue: The Embers in the Fire

1: Thirty Days Later

2: Karoline Lady Sidon

3: The Sister-Heir of Ascalon

4: The Sons of Lord Edgefield

5: The Least Great House of Winterhaven

6: Of Coin, Favor, and Friendship

7: Roseblades

8: Kathleen and Flynn

9: The Courtyard

10: The Parade of Lords

11: The Council

12: Vinatta’s Spring

13: Posting a Letter

14: Conflicting Plans

15: A Question of Honor

16: Trust

17: In the Shadows

18: Swords and Daggers

19: Garnier

20: Power and Authority

21: On the Mountain

22: The Honors of Thorin Lord Ascalon

23: Scouting

24: Doubts

25: Plans

26: The Fyrd of Tavistock

27: A Roll of the Dice

28: The Sanctuary of Bane

29: The Gate Tower

30: Liberation and Desecration

31: The Privy

32: Elyn

33: The Judgment of Baldwin Lord Valor

34: Blood and Fire

Epilogue: The Embers Spread

WINTERHAVEN 3 THE BLOOD OF TORONS

Dedication

First Prologue: The Letter

Second Prologue: A Plea for Help

Part I: Wounds

1: An Impromptu Little Party

2: Trust Me

3: Hero Worship

4: Allies

5: The Ransom

6: Strife

7: Brothers

8: A Council of War

9: Hurry

10: Foresight

Part II: Pain

1: Unwelcome Discoveries

2: The Limits of Power

3: News

4: Plans

5: In the House of Healing

6: Unhappy Inlaws

7: Serious Conversation

8: High Stakes Negotiations

9: A Dinner Date

Part III: Blood

1: Edgefield and Kerak

2: Scouting

3: Slow Destruction

4: Predictions

5: Turning the Tables

6: Bleak Prospects

7: Infiltrating Enemy Lines

8: Wary Allies

9: Traps

10: Revelations

Part IV: Stitches

1: Threats

2: Hope

3: Assaults

4: A Counter-Conspiracy

5: Frustration

6: Pleas

7: Further Ill Tidings

8: Trust

9: Persuasion

10: The Mayoral Election

11: Guilt

12: Disaster

Part V: Scabs

1: Peace Negotiations

2: The Duke’s Secret Machinations

3: A Little Family Drama

4: Ambushes

5: A Lesson in Politics

6: The Battle of Mount Ain

7: The Siege of Castle Ravenwatch

8: Breaking the Siege

Epilogue

An Excerpt from The Young Willem Lord Tavistock Chronicles

About the Author, Gilbert M. Stack

About the Mapmaker, Chris L. Adams

Other Works by Gilbert M. Stack

Contact Gilbert M. Stack

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

WINTERHAVEN 1 WINTERHAVEN


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


This novel represents more than twenty years of work and is the culmination of three of the great interests in my life. As such I would like to take this opportunity to thank the people who helped encourage those interests. In chronological order:

Chris Park, Mike Wimberly, Mike McQuillen, Russ Kreck, Ka Ng, Peter Larkin, Marc Hawkins, Scott Wight, Will Hahn, and Ray Hill—for cultivating my interest in fantasy whether it be in literature, movies or games.

Maryanne Kowaleski, Joseph O’Callaghan, Louis Pascoe, S.J., and Alan Stahl—for teaching me how the medieval world really worked so that I could build better fantasies.

Michelle Makoe Stack—for encouraging me to keep writing so that books like this one could come to life. 

Thank you!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part I: The Festival

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1: The Corpse


[image: ]


Black flies covered the lower half of the body where it protruded from the wall, legs dangling in the air above the floor of the alley. Oblivious to all but the decaying flesh and the congealing puddles of gore that covered the ground far beneath the corpse they shifted, crawled and flowed, never truly still as they were never ever silent, buzzing loudly as they feasted, as invigorated by the pungent fumes of death as the men taking note of them were repelled by it.

There were two observers. The taller and more immediately impressive pushed a shock of white hair back over his very broad shoulders. His face was lined and gray, and for the moment at least his eyes had lost the light of humanity as he leaned on his quarter staff and waited for his companion to authorize him to act. He honestly didn’t understand the delay. It was all too clear what had to be done. Remove the body and cover the gore pooling far beneath it before the whole city woke and hurried down here to see. Act fast to prevent a panic. There was no point to all of this waiting and so much danger if they failed to make haste.

The other man, the younger man, clearly thought differently, and as his was the ultimate authority, he crouched unhurriedly and examined the ground beneath the corpse’s dangling legs. Too thin to be handsome, yet attractive none the less, the younger man wore none of the armor or weapons of his more experienced companion, nor did he appear to have the physique to wield them effectively. His face spoke differently. Framed by red hair which always needed to be cut and set with black eyes so intense they might never blink, he mixed youth and age in a casual manner which should have won him loyalty in both generations. Should have, but did not, for despite the height of his body, his whole form screamed of frailty, not strength.

Bones creaking in knees and back, the younger man shifted his weight forward and trailed his fingers through the puddle of gore. Flies shifted lazily, too bloated to be angry, and repositioned themselves as the half-congealed goo slipped back off his hand to disturb them again. The insects troubled him. There shouldn’t be this many flies yet if his estimate of the time of death was correct.

He looked up at his companion. “He’s been dead for a few hours, but not before midnight I would guess.”

Warrant Fortes, Captain of the Market Barracks of the Winterhaven Watch, looked down at the young knight with the flies crawling on his shirt and in his hair. Dawn was not that far behind them, and soon the city would be screaming with this news, but young Sir Dhrugal of Edgefield crouched at the edge of the gore and wondered how long it would take the blood to thicken. Not one to be hurried, the knight would see what he would see and Fortes had come to know him well enough not to seek again to persuade him otherwise. “I reckon we'll know more about that when we find out who the man is.”

The man had been found little more than two hours ago by a drunk visiting the alley to take care of nature's business. The drunk's terror had finally convinced two equally inebriated watchmen, to get off their hind ends and investigate. They, in turn, had roused Captain Fortes and, in doing so, attracted the attention of the ever-annoying, Sir Edgefield. Knights, Fortes firmly believed, even coroners, should never involve themselves in the routine of patrolling the city; and the newly knighted Sir Edgefield was doing exactly that far too frequently to leave Fortes’ mind at ease. What was the Lord-Constable thinking, putting this stick-thin shadow of a boy to watch over Fortes and his men? How could he make the young man understand that none of this was important? “It's more than light now, Sir. Crowds will begin to gather.”

Dhrugal eyed the captain for a moment, then straightened up and examined the source of the blood as he cleaned his hand on a fold of his shirt. The corpse’s boots dangled some four feet off the ground; its torso had been driven into a hole in the wattle and daub wall which formed one side of the alley where they stood. A new hole, by the look of it, some six and a half feet above the ground and formed most likely by the force of the victim's head and shoulders crashing against the wall. 

The knight eyed the puddles of gore again, before skipping awkwardly through the mess to a position half-beneath the body. The hem of his light cape dragged through the flies, so that a swirling black cloud of disgust marked his passage. “We've the watch at the end of the alley, and more men in the building on the other side of this wall. We won't be disturbed.”

Fortes snorted with disgust and swatted at a particularly annoying bug, a gray-blue moth fluttering among the blacker insects. “That will just draw the people faster. And once they find out what's happened, why it will be a panic, Sir. A panic,” he repeated the words again, more to himself than to the knight. “A panic and the festival begins tonight.”

He glanced back uneasily at the men standing in full sight at the main road. This could not have happened at a worse time. The city was already overflowing with people gathering for the celebration, and more would be coming today and tomorrow. He didn't have enough men to control them in the best of times. And now, if they got fearful, or angry, he shuddered just to think of it.

Dhrugal examined the wall through which the man had been driven. The wall was a wooden lattice of sticks sealed together with some sort of mixture of straw, clay and dung. There were few studs reinforcing the structure, so breaking a hole in the wall would not be difficult. But the height of the break was significant. It wasn't every man who could hurl a two hundred pound body through the side of a building six and a half feet in the air. Three feet, the young man could readily concede was possible, but six and a half? What kind of man could do that? Even his brother Conn wasn't big enough for the task. 

At least Dhrugal hoped he wasn't.

He looked for the victim's hands while flies and moths and gods knew what else fluttered in the air around him. The arms were not visible from this side of the wall, suggesting, perhaps, that the victim had tried to shield himself from the impact. Could he have been struggling with his killer as he flew to his death? What kind of monster was strong enough to throw a flailing man through the air like this? And was it good or bad that he could find no sign of the girl that must have been with him?

He looked back at Fortes swatting futilely at the blue-gray moth. A good man, a solid man, if a bit ornery when it came to challenges to his authority. Dhrugal needed to involve him in this if he was to have any chance of gaining the cooperation he would need later. “Captain, if you were angry enough to throw me through this wall, how would you do it?”

The question took Fortes by surprise. “Sir?”

“You heard me. You’re angry. Maybe you've slapped me around a bit, although there's certainly no sign of it. How do you grab hold? How much trouble is it to throw me?”

Fortes stepped over toward the knight, eliciting another black cloud from the muck. He considered the problem. “Well now, begging your pardon, Sir, but you’re a slight man, just a scrap or two of muscle by the look of you, so it wouldn't be much of a fight. If I didn't have a weapon, and I had you at my mercy, I could grab you by your cape about your shoulders, and reach the other hand underneath to grab your belt. Then I could swing you with my arms and shoulders to slam your head into the wall.”

“And that would have my head hitting about here.” Dhrugal touched a place on the wall about waist high.

Fortes scratched his chin and considered the problem again. “I see what you mean. Not high enough.” He looked back at the knight, then back to the wall.

“I suppose I could slap you around a bit first. That way, I could sort of grab you by your shoulders and run you along toward the wall on your own legs, if you see what I mean.” He scratched his chin again. “But that would only gain us a foot, and he can't be that much taller than you, not more than a couple of inches. Of course he weighs a lot more...”

Dhrugal dragged a rotting barrel up to the body and didn't comment on the estimate of the dead man's height. Six feet, four feet or ten, the victim's height was not going to explain how he ended up in this wall. Nor was there sufficient room to be running a man anywhere in this place. A man could almost touch both sides of the street by stretching out his hands in the middle of the way. And the trash and refuse that covered the ground made it difficult to walk upright, much less fight or run.

“I suppose,” Fortes ventured hesitantly. 

Dhrugal stopped wrestling with the barrel and looked at him. “Yes.”

“Well,” Fortes began again, considering his words carefully. “A man on horseback might have the proper height . . .”

Dhrugal considered Fortes words. He didn’t mean a man on horseback, he meant a knight or man-at-arms—a suggestion that could get the captain thrashed and cost him his position if it was heard in certain circles. Still, Dhrugal’s eyes stole carefully over the narrow street. “If you could get the horse down this alley,” Dhrugal offered, “which considering its narrow breadth and cluttered landscape I doubt. You would still need a man of incredible strength to have pulled the victim from the ground and driven him through the wall at this height and angle. And there are no prints or droppings to suggest a horse.” And no reason to think a knight or man-at-arms would go to such trouble when he could just hack the man down with his sword. 

He returned to the barrel and planted it firmly against the wall, then clambered to the top to gain the eagle's view. The flesh of the victim's back had been scraped away by the broken wooden lattice, and the bloody black flies made seeing anything more quite difficult. Still the damage above was clearly worse than that done below. Was he swinging upward when he hit the wall? What did this to him?

Dhrugal skipped clumsily to the ground, and managed, just barely, not to fall down. He could hear the rustle of bodies on the main street: a few hesitant queries, the unsatisfactory replies. On this point Fortes was certainly correct. A few gruff, Move alongs and Mind your own businesses were only going to increase interest in this alley. He had taken too much time. If only he had heard about the murder earlier.

“Captain, you can have the body. Get some men down here to wrap it up and move it to the cellar of our barracks. If his family turns up, hold them until I speak with them.”

Fortes forgot the moth and snapped around toward his men. “You two there—you’re with me! Don't dawdle, daylight's a wasting.” A hand on his arm interrupted the barrage of commands. Dhrugal's voice was pitched so only Fortes could hear it.

“And Warrant, when you hear from the parents of a girl who didn't come home last night, come find me. Whatever it takes, wherever I am, you find me!” The knight pulled him closer, through force of will rather than strength. “And tell no one else what is happening.”

Fortes stared at Sir Edgefield's back while he crouched and began again to examine the ground between the buildings. What girl? What did Sir Edgefield see? For a brief moment Fortes’ mind struggled to discern what the younger man was hiding from him, but then he heard the footsteps of the men approaching and he remembered what was really important. One murder or two, a missing girl or three, his response was still the same. Hide the crime from the people to maintain the peace. Then come up with a story which exchanged the horror for some unfortunate lesser tragedy. Perhaps something fell upon the dead man, or this girl, whoever she was, ran off with some vagabond in town for the festival. Unfortunate? Yes. But it was not a crisis—not something to inflame a mob or ignite a fearful riot—not like used to happen in the old days.

His men were waiting. Alden and Mitchell were neither the worst nor the best of the watch, but they would probably do in a squeeze and if this wasn't that then Fortes had never been pinched. He pointed at the body with the end of his staff. “Pull this poor fool down and take him to the barracks cellar. Wrap him in something first, but don't spend a lot of time doing it. I want this finished yesterday so move!”

Quick as marble statues, the men stayed where they were, eyeing the fly-ridden corpse and wondering just what they had been caught doing to deserve this duty. Neither were the men who had discovered the body, they were escorting the drunk back to the barracks where hopefully their wagging tongues would do little damage. The men usually got around to hearing something close to the naked truth anyway, but there was no sense in helping to spread the story throughout the city.

Alden, the rougher of the two, took a step back from Fortes, still looking at the corpse. His eyes were red from drink or lack of sleep and his shirt looked as if he'd slept in it the last few days. “I'll go get some of the boys, Captain.” He took another step back, but stopped retreating when Fortes' eyes began to burn.

Mitchell gave way to the inevitable. “Come on, Alden, we may as well get this over with.” He stepped past Fortes, grabbed the corpse at his waist and knees, and pulled. A fresh cloud of flies covered his grimace and all but drowned out the knight's warning.

“Gently!” Dhrugal's voice struggled against the insects’ angry whine. He leaped next to Mitchell and grabbed hold of his arm. “Lift him up! Off the wood! Then we'll pull him out of the opening.” Black flies and worse flew into his mouth as he spoke and clogged his throat and nose. Coughing and gagging he grasped the body firmly with both hands and tried to assist Mitchell, but neither made much progress until Fortes muscled in between them and added his strength to the problem. With a great deal of wrenching and scraping they pried the corpse free and fairly threw it to the ground. Dhrugal collapsed against the wall and retched forth flies and last night's dinner while Fortes and Mitchell staggered back in search of air. Alden was nowhere to be found.

At length the flies settled and the air somewhat cleared. Fortes recovered himself and looked about him. More than a few faces were staring down the alley from the street beyond, his own guards among them. With a disgusted wave of his hand, Fortes signaled to his men to push the people back and returned his attention to the alley. They would need sulfur candles if they were to bring this body to the cellar, and even that would probably not solve the problem. A better solution would be a quick burial and a washing of hands. He looked at the knight, still on his hands and knees, trying to get hold of himself. Fortes would see to the body. Go along with Sir Edgefield's plan just as long as he was present and then do the right thing when he was gone. If the knight failed to see reason later, Fortes could always claim he hadn't understood his instructions. Picking up his staff, he called out to Mitchell. “Well then, let's get on with it, lad. The only way to finish a job is to do the work that gets it done.”

Mitchell looked unhappily at the body, but picked up an old blanket that would pass for their shroud. Sir Edgefield wiped his mouth on his sleeve, looking pale and uncomfortable but all too ready to lend another hand. Fortes would have to stop him. “That's all right, Sir. My boys and I will handle this. Not really your kind of work now, is it? We'll wrap the poor fellow up and cart him across town. Leave you here to see whatever's left to see.”

Dhrugal eyed Fortes up and down, wondering if he'd started to get through to the man. Truth was, he hadn't even looked at the other side of the wall yet, and he didn't want any more to do with flies and moths. Coughing vigorously to clear his throat, he agreed.

Fortes and Mitchell watched him stagger toward the street and turn to the right in search of the front of the building. A woman called a question to him, but he shrugged her away. 

“Strange sort, that one is,” Mitchell mumbled. 

Fortes surprised himself by defending Sir Edgefield. “Not that bad, just young is all. Needs seasoning, but his heart's in the right place. He’s out here because he wants to find a killer, not because he loves flies and dead men. Give him a couple of years. He'll learn the way of things.”

Mitchell grinned. “Does the way of things include dropping this dead fool in our cellar, Captain?”

Warrant laughed. “The only way a corpse is getting in our cellar is if we killed him there. Now grab your end of the blanket and let's get this man to a pauper's grave.”
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Dhrugal walked toward the tourney grounds outside the city. He didn't want to go there. He would much rather continue investigating the murder of the mangled man that the watch found this morning. The body needed to be examined, the guards and the drunk had yet to be adequately questioned, family and friends needed to be found, and very carefully webs needed to be woven to snare anyone who might have witnessed the crime. And maybe if all of this was accomplished quickly enough they might find the girl while she was still alive. Or at the very least learn what had happened to her.

So naturally, when his presence was required at the barracks, he was threading his way through town to speak with a father he barely knew about matters Wyrd alone could fathom. For two and a half decades the man could barely remember his son's name, could barely make time to see him more than once or twice a year, and now on the busiest morning of Dhrugal's life the old man suddenly desired his presence.

The visit by his father's squire was crisp and clear in Dhrugal's mind, as all of his memories were. He had been examining the damage from the opposite side of the wall, hoping to discover anything which might help him understand more precisely what had happened. Looking up he had found the squire, a boy in his late teens with an attitude worthy of a man three times his age and five times his station. He had seen the boy only once before, and briefly at that, a figure in the shadow of Dhrugal's father at the last harvest festival, but the young knight never forgot the face of a person he had noticed. He did not need his father's colors to help him place the lad.

With the arrogance and disdain that Dhrugal had come to expect from his father's people, the squire delivered his message. The words were proper but the voice dripped with contempt. “Lord Edgefield expects you to attend him on the tourney field.” When Dhrugal had failed to move or answer, the squire had clarified his instructions, overemphasizing each syllable as if he had been speaking to a child. “Lord Edgefield expects you now!”

Dhrugal had taken the time to consider the little which he knew about this youth, dressed in his Toron browns and greens with the Edgefield yellow crescent above the left breast near the collar. He was the son of an Edgefield knight whose family had served the Torons for nearly seventy years. Tall, broad and strong, and like most of the people Lord Edgefield attracted, solid but unimaginative and suspicious of that which he did not understand. He would be the sort to confuse physical infirmity with imbecility, and caution with cowardice. The kind of man who resolved his problems with fist or lance or sword because it would never occur to him that there was another way to solve them. He despised Dhrugal for his unearned knighthood in much the way that Dhrugal disdained him for not understanding why he was awarded it.

“Which words did you not understand?”

Dhrugal smiled. “Stupidity is one thing of which I have never been accused.” He drew himself to his feet and excluded the squire from his attention. Walking to the door he gave terse instructions to the guards, then turned deeper into the city, rather than toward the tourney fields where his father waited.

The squire had bounded angrily after him, eliciting a surprising and potentially useful readiness in the guards Fortes had loaned Dhrugal. “Your father is on the tourney field.”

Dhrugal had neither stopped nor looked back, and the squire, suddenly aware of the guards' keen interest, decided not to pursue. In a huff he turned and stormed in the opposite direction.

Scarcely an hour later, Dhrugal threaded his way through the city toward his meeting with Lord Edgefield. A brief stop at the inn old Morlyn had left to him was more than enough to make himself presentable. Water and lye scrubbed some of the smell of death away from him and a clean shirt and pants restored a semblance of dignity to his appearance. Not that he hadn't considered wearing the blood-stained clothing—his father might well be pleased to see the marks of violence upon him. But respect demanded that certain efforts be made, and Dhrugal had far too much of that for the mother who bore him to shame her through carelessness.

A full two hours after dawn and the city was thriving. Crowds newly arrived for the festival overflowed the street, and hucksters and merchants of every variety shouted above the din. Dhrugal loved the city. Laid out by King Banwe when he founded the Duchy of Winterhaven, for two centuries it had twisted and bulged and stretched and grown like the great trees which survived in the garden of the Lord-Constable’s Tower. Ultimately indestructible, if not invincible, it had survived the years of the Ravishing, the fires of Valtam and Verthorne, and the harrowing of the clans, rebounding each time with new life and energy so that only a knowing eye could still identify the scars. Despite his flawless memory, Dhrugal doubted he would ever truly know or understand it. Even if the gods would grant him the time.

A woman held out a basket of bread to the right of Dhrugal beseeching an elderly man to buy a roll, while to his left a fat merchant pushed a cup toward him extolling this sample of his wife's ale. All about him in every direction dozens scurried about their business, darting in and out of doors, stopping to talk with a neighbor or seldom seen friend, racing down the street to pursue a sale. This was life! Simple, direct, genuine, and someone was threatening all of it. Four murders and three missing girls in the market district alone, and quite possibly more that Dhrugal hadn't learned of yet. Covering up the crime would not resolve the situation. That had been tried too successfully in the past. Four men were dead and possibly the girls as well. Oh Mother Vinatta, why don't parents keep their daughters home at night?

Four murders, not a large number in a city boasting 30,000 people even in the heart of winter. They might hold as many as 50,000 in the warmer summer season, when the markets thrived and the cloth and building trades bloomed, and even more during the Planting and Harvest Festivals. Death was common here where disease ran rampant in the summer and the winter cold and wind could kill. Murder also was scarcely unknown, but these crimes felt different, with their strength and their insects and their gore. There would be no easy solution—no easy culprit to find and hang to restore order once more.

The first murder had occurred on a starless night when the wind’s chill whistle should have kept all honest folks at home. A young merchant daughter, not quite fourteen, was escorted home at an ungodly hour by her elder brother and a loyal family guard. No cry had been raised for more than a day, as her family believed she had remained with their friends and the friends believed that she was safely home. And with the city reluctantly shaking itself to search, the watch had stumbled upon the remains of the brother and the guard. The brother lay in pieces, head and right arm separated from his torso. Pulled apart, not cut. The guard had most likely been struck down from behind. The girl, like the others, had never been found, and it was still unclear how hard people had looked.

Fortes and Drughal’s uncle, the Lord-Constable of Winterhaven, had struck like lightning. Aided by a winter that discouraged searches and slowed the spread of rumor, they had simply denied that the bodies had been found and over the course of their investigation, had laid down rumors that the three had bribed their way out of the gates that night. A few well laid questions about a handsome friend of the brother’s gone to the Thornward and the city itself invented the lurid love affair. And with the Lord-Constable’s tongue and grave concerned looks, the family itself may even have come to believe its children were such fools.

The tourney grounds lay north through the Ibelin Gate in a lengthy meadow called Banwe’s Field. The site of an ancient battle between Banwe and Æthelbert, the field was a vast expanse of flat ground, covered in soft yellow-green grasses with a sloping hill running lengthwise along its western edge. A solid list had endured over the years, maintained by the Lord-Constable. And because it was spring, and the day before the Planting Festival, Banwe’s Field was alive again, a city unto itself, with knights on foot and mounted mingling with each other in all directions while ladies and squires and children gathered in cheery groups to renew acquaintances after the long winter. Children ran in droves about the place, outnumbered only by the merchants of all types and scale, drawn to the noble wealth like iron to a lodestone.

Banners decorated the eastern edge of Banwe’s Field, with none higher than the brown on green boar of the Lord-Constable Toron. The eight other Great Houses were displayed half a span below his, with their dependencies arrayed in brightly colored groups below. The Black Eagle of Sidon, the mighty Star of Ascalon, the Ivory Rose of Tavistock, and the Crossed Swords of Maldon ranked together with their peers above the host of lesser houses who rivaled their banners in splendor if not the age and honor of their lines.

Lord Edgefield was nowhere near his crescent banner. Instead, he strode across the center of the field displaying his limp like the badge of honor it was, earned with blood and courage in defense of his brother’s castle. Not quite so tall as his over-thin son, his hair was a mix of raw wool and slate. His grin infectious, his energy boundless, and his very presence captivating, he pulled a swarm of squires, knights and men-at-arms behind him like the spreading wake of a passing ship. As Dhrugal watched, he stopped to reinforce his point with a vigorous shake of his boar-headed cane.

His third son, Conn, all bulk and muscle and towering height mounted his horse with his father’s grin. The crown of flowing reddish-blond hair disappeared beneath his helmet as he wheeled the horse away.

Lord Edgefield’s eyes left his pride and found his worry. His smile slipped away and the admirers began to grow wary, sensing the change in the lord and not immediately recognizing its cause. When they did see, those familiar enough with the family to recognize its most seldom seen face chose to drift away with only the most stubborn or the most obtuse hanging closer than the edges of the lord’s space.

The father took a weary step toward his second child, then turned without greeting to lean heavily against the posts of the lists. Dhrugal joined him, standing quietly, watching Conn station his mount at the far end.

“I’ve paid your tourney fees.” For once his father’s voice did not bellow.

Dhrugal kept his own inflection neutral and his volume low. “Generous of you.”

“Well, you’re still my son.” The eyes remained locked upon Conn, perhaps to belay any doubts or wishes that Lord Edgefield might have had about the words he had spoken.

Conn squared his mount, leaned forward in the saddle, and couched his lance. At the opposite end of the lists, Tancred of Black Oak briefly mirrored his actions before both mounts were crashing forward tearing up great clods of turf with each pounding step of their hooves. Wood-tipped lances bent under impact with iron-reinforced shields, muscles strained and quivered and the horses were past each other leaving Conn triumphant and Tancred on his back in the turf.

Lord Edgefield’s grin snapped back across his face. “An artist! Vapin’s beard, my son’s an artist!”

Dhrugal examined the fallen knight with a baleful eye, then let his vision track the length of the list to watch his victorious brother wheel his mount to get a better look at Tancred. To Dhrugal’s mind, art was poetry, the decorative illuminations on the border of a manuscript, a work of sculpture, or even a superior example of architecture. But this? Two men butting heads together from horseback? Two rams on the heights of Mount Ain could do the same and with a good deal more grace and beauty. Wisely he did not share this observation with his father. “Conn is always . . . impressive.”

His father looked around, remembered which son he was speaking with, and made an effort to calm his enthusiasm. “Yes, he is. He is always . . . impressive.”

He took a deep breath and lost a portion of his smile. “Your sister wishes to . . . live in the city for a season or two. She’s sixteen years old and seems she’s taken the notion that life is running past her or something like that.”

“Mother has written as much to me,” Dhrugal admitted.

Lord Edgefield suppressed a shudder and made a conscious effort not to wonder again why his sickly son had learned to read. “She is adamantly opposed to living with her Aunt Hilda in Vinatta’s Spring, and equally unreasonable concerning my brothers.”

Not all that hard for Dhrugal to understand. If she wanted to come to Winterhaven for an adventure, she was scarcely going to have one staying in the Lord-Constable’s Tower or with High Justice Hubert in the Hall of Vapin.

“I refuse to let her stay with Lady Tavistock. That girl’s almost young enough to dangle from my knee, and her brother, despite his many excellent qualities, does not begin to know the meaning of the words proper supervision.”

Yes, it was easy to imagine why Fayre would want to stay with the Tavistocks. Kathleen was her oldest friend, and now that her mother had passed away, and her brother, Willem, was still unmarried, she would be enjoying a tremendous amount of new-found wealth and power. Add to the equation that her brother appeared willing to grant her an unusual amount of liberty—especially if she stayed within the city. That autonomy could lead to all sorts of appearances of impropriety.

“Your mother can’t come to the city with her.”

That scarcely needed to be said. Dhrugal’s mother had scarcely left the manor since she was blinded in a fire shortly after Dhrugal’s birth. She simply could no longer abide large numbers of people and unfamiliar places.

“That leaves me with you.”

Dhrugal walked past those words a second time, just to be certain he’d heard correctly. That leaves me with you. His memory was as faultless as ever. He wondered for a moment why his face showed none of the surprise that he was feeling. Then he abandoned his consideration of inconsequentials and turned his attention to avoiding this responsibility. First a statement to get his father talking and buy himself time to ponder an escape from this predicament.

“You don’t have to let her come.”

“Of course I don’t have to let her come. Do you think I’ve gone daft or something? But she’s not so young any longer and if I’m going to marry her off I’ve got to let her be seen. Everyone comes to Winterhaven for something. During the warmer seasons there’s at least one party every twelve-day. She’s a beautiful girl. With the right introduction and the proper circumstances, at the very least she’ll marry a lord’s heir, and maybe as high as Lord Ascalon, himself. She needs this, Dhrugal.”

Lord Edgefield was fencing with shadows. Fayre was a beautiful girl, one of the great beauties of the duchy. Far more important, Fayre was the daughter of Lord Edgefield, and the niece of the Lord-Constable, the High Justice of Winterhaven and the Mother of Vinatta’s Spring—the principal house of healing in the duchy. She had had suitors since the day she was born, and several from among the highest ranks. She did not need to be seen in Winterhaven to find a worthy husband.

The truth was that her father, Alister Lord Edgefield, Blade of Vapin, Scourge of the Raven tribes, and among the most respected knights of the land, was afraid to bind his daughter to a man that was not of her choosing. And that one failure of a legendary nerve was now threatening Fayre’s entire future. It would take but one serious breath of scandal to retract all of the highest offers.

“Force her to stay with the Lord-Constable, and force him to have Aunt Hilda supply her with a proper circle of ladies which includes a matronly chaperone or two.”

Lord Edgefield looked toward the heavens and wrung his hands. “You think I didn’t think of that? Of course that’s the sensible thing to do. Both your mother and I agree with you. But Fayre won’t hear of it. She absolutely will not stay with Humphrey. And she refuses to have a host of dowdy old nuns surrounding her.”

Dhrugal stopped pretending to study the lists and turned his full attention on Lord Edgefield. The old man was so agitated he had begun to sweat, and the pallor seeping beneath his skin could only bode ill. “She’s just sixteen. Tell her you’ll decide whose proper company for her.”

Lord Edgefield grew a shade whiter. “Dhrugal, you have no idea what it’s like being harped at all winter because you’re an evil, unreasonable, old fool whose only desire is to ruin your daughter’s life and make her miserable. From morning to night, day in and day out—”

“Make it an ultimatum. She can come to the city but only under your terms.”

“It’s too late for that!”

“Why?”

“She’s here!”

“Send her home!”

“I can’t!” Lord Edgefield was practically screaming. More than a few people were looking at the two with interest.

Dhrugal took his father’s arm and drew him away from them. “Why?”

His father mumbled something incoherent.

“Why?”

A confusing mix of desperation and exasperation colored his voice. “Because I gave her my word.” The barndoor opened, he rushed to push all the animals into the yard. “I told her she could stay in the city if one of her brothers would look after her.”

In unison, both men looked over at Conn standing beside his horse and talking to Tancred. “You have to help me.” Alister was practically pleading. 

Dhrugal turned back to his father, “Broderick?”

His father wanted to look anywhere but his son’s face. “He’s my heir. I need him at Edgefield. And you know how Jocelynne and Fayre fight.”

“Conn?”

Lord Edgefield became even more agitated, forced to find fault with his favorite son. “That’s who she wants, I’m sure. And we both know he’ll do it. The weak-willed lug is putty in his sister’s fingers. He never could say no to the girl.” One glance at Dhrugal’s black eyes and his father hastened to add, “And even if he showed a hair of sense and refused, your youngest brother, Daron, would probably agree simply because I don’t want him to. You have to do this, Dhrugal!”

“And what is to stop Conn from agreeing anyway. He was knighted before me. He’s much stronger than me. It’s not difficult to imagine Fayre convincing him that it’s his duty to take care of her. Mother thinks she’s quite cunning where you, Conn and Daron are concerned.”

Lord Edgefield pulled his arm free of Dhrugal’s grasp and limped uncomfortably back to the posts of the list. “I told Conn that you had already agreed. I told him that you need a responsibility like this if you’re ever to grow up and be a man much less a knight. I told him that while you would value his advice, it was important that you have the ultimate authority where your sister is concerned. If you can’t learn to command the women of your household than you will never be fit to command men.”

It was possible, just possible, that Dhrugal’s father looked ashamed. Twenty-five years of insults suffered for his frailty left Dhrugal feeling empty. He didn’t want to pay for his father’s hypocrisy.

“I live in a barracks—”

“Humphrey tells me that his brother-in-law left you property—an inn, a couple of houses—you’re wealthier than any of your brothers. If you can’t find a place among your own holdings, Humphrey said he would find you something.”

“Who will I get to—”

“Dhrugal, we are talking about your sister’s reputation. Don’t let her pay with her future for her father’s weaknesses. Do it for her if you won’t do it for me.”

“We’ve scarcely even met—”

“That might make it easier. Maybe you’ll intimidate her the way... I mean, maybe that will help you control her until she gets to know you well enough to trust you the way your mother does.”

Dhrugal knew that he was being shamelessly manipulated, but he didn’t see what else he could do. “All right, I’ll do it. Let’s just hope that neither one of us has cause to regret it.”

Lord Edgefield turned and looked his son full in the face. Hope tinged with relief glimmered in his eyes. He grasped his son hard by both shoulders. “You’re a good man, Dhrugal. Perhaps it’s lucky that you take after your mother and not me. Keep a vigilant eye on the girl and send me any reasonable bills.” One last squeeze of the shoulders and Lord Edgefield was off striding down the length of the lists, his coterie of followers gathering in his wake.

Dhrugal watched him go, but his mind already grappled with the various tasks at hand. He supposed he could turn the house where he met Maggie into a respectable place for his sister to live. Not too far from the barracks and still in a decent quarter of the city. He wondered if Maggie would consent to meeting at an inn. Oh, well, there were always prices to be paid. And thinking of prices, he would have to convince the Master of the Lists to refund the fees his father had paid. Damned if Dhrugal would play at being a ram on Mount Ain.
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3: The Mule
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The dice were hot and Daron was winning. He pushed the dry mint leaf back in his mouth with his tongue and clamped down on the stem with his molars. Covering the cup with the palm of his hand he shook the dice vigorously, near-heretical prayers to Sekt floating across his consciousness. Heart in his throat, he spilled the dice into the circle. One, two, three—three fools, only three fools, with five dice in the cup that was far from the strongest of sets. Eyeing the small pile of silver which suddenly seemed a bit farther away, Daron cursed himself for thinking of Sekt. Vapin would surely punish him for it. He watched Brendan gather in the dice with a grin.

“Looking pretty weak, Daron, any fool can get three faces.” Brendan told him as he gathered the dice into the cup then sprayed them back onto the dirt and watched with horror as three bones took his set, leaving only two fools to challenge Daron’s cast.

“Any fool can get three faces,” Daron raked in his winnings. “But it takes an exceptional fool to come up with only two.” With an all-too-cocky grin he stuffed the silver in his purse and got up to leave amidst the protests of his friends.

He was not a tall man, but combined his father’s broad shoulders with his mother’s slim figure in an appealing manner. A dancer’s body topped with the same red hair which marked four of the five Edgefield children—hair which hadn’t been seen in three generations and probably would never surface again.

Daron waved off the complaints with the same cocky grin. “Got to see a man about some leaves.” He made a pulling motion with his hands while he pumped his hips. “It’s the planting festival after all—wouldn’t want any kids.”

He left to hoots and jeers and made his way from the edge of Banwe’s Field toward the Ibelin Gate. He loved the festival season. There was always money to be made. Normally tight fists loosened magically in the midst of the three day party. With a good run of luck he would be out from under his debts again. And if Sekt proved to be against him, well those were the sort of chances that kept life interesting.

He stopped to watch a group of noble girls—women they would call themselves, if not ladies—walking toward the edge of Banwe’s Field. More than one was plump and shapely—one more reason to enjoy the season. There was never a time of year with more women floating about the city with less than adequate supervision. Yes he definitely had to find that merchant again.

The Ibelin Gate was a mammoth fortification commanding the northern wall of the city. Its high towers cast deep shadows over the gate while creating a field of vision which stretched miles north of Winterhaven. Daron had heard it said that trolls had laid the original foundations, but that tended to be said about any ancient edifice. It was big, and had never been broken in siege. Well, never, that is, if you excluded the dragon, but then, nobody counted dragons in matters like this.

Daron noticed Krist sidling up beside him too late to dart away without being obvious. It was a negative aspect of the crowds moving back and forth through the gate.

“Daron, Trevor is most unhappy with you,” Krist announced. His voice like his hair was greasy to the touch. His eyes had a filmy, half-blind quality which encouraged Krist to stand much too close when he spoke and his stench lingered like old tobacco. All of which was undoubtedly the reason Trevor had chosen him to collect from Daron. He knew Daron valued his good looks and appearance and was repulsed by those who did not.

“Most unhappy,” Krist repeated.

“I’ll try not to let that worry me.” Daron’s smile was broader than he felt, but he knew how important it was to always show strength when dealing with Trevor the Alorn. “Now don’t get too close, you’re breathing on me.”

Krist wheezed a breath into his lungs and spit the fetid mess out again. “Funny, Daron, you are always funny, but I have no sense of humor today. Trevor is growing impatient.”

No sense of humor today? Daron must have been missing something the rest of the year. Not that he cared in the least. “So you said. I would have thought that the last fifteen pence I gave you would have stanched his gnawing avarice for a bit. He did get the fifteen pence didn’t he?”

Krist wheezed again, a sound terrible enough to make Daron wonder how he ever got a woman, no matter how much money he had. “Your memory is faulty. I only recall eight pence, and from that I had to subtract my carrying fees.”

So they were to this stage already, were they? Krist not even bothering to hide that he was skimming Daron’s payments. Skimming? Ærendel’s eyes! He was practically dumping out the bucket before taking it to Trevor. “By my calculations,” Daron said carefully, “I’ve paid Trevor half again what I owe him.”

“Half again?” Krist wheezed. “You are so funny, Daron. By his calculations, between interest and fees and your many late payments, you have barely covered half your debt.”

Yes, definitely time to force Trevor to provide a new middle man. Once you lose your mule’s respect, matters always tend to get out of hand. He took the pouch with his winnings out of his shirt and weighed it in his hand. “There’s another twelve pence in this.” A staggeringly large payment as anyone could see. “Tell Trevor to back off for the time being.” He tossed the pouch to Krist who caught it nimbly enough however bad his sight.

“Twelve?” Krist weighed the pouch in his own hand. “You are so funny, Daron, I count only half as many and from that I must collect my own charges.” He chuckled and walked away.

Daron continued to stare after him long after Krist was out of sight. If that was the way he wanted to play, well Daron could sing that song. Krist wouldn’t be the first mule Daron had forced Trevor to replace. And what better time than the festival with all of these strangers in the city? He chuckled to himself as he considered what he would do to the thief, and wondered if Krist would see the jest. Suck down his silver would he? Well that was something they would both have to see.
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4: On the Subject of Guardians
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The two most beautiful young women in Winterhaven sat across from each other over a small oaken table in the sitting room at Tavistock House. They were as alone as two young noblewomen were ever likely to be, conversing by the small window which looked out over the garden wall across the plaza and framed the Lord-Constable’s Tower. It was a good view, filled with ever-changing throngs of people who swirled about the plaza like eddies in a small spring-fed pool. Some few would find their way between the great gates which led to the Lord-Constable’s courtyard, but most flowed about outside the walls in complex patterns as they went about the business of the day—be it hawking their wares, meeting with an old partner or friend, or clandestinely relieving some unsuspecting townsman of an over-full purse.

It was an interesting view, filled with the intermingling lives of townsman, watch, farmer, merchant and noble, but the two women had no eyes for it. Just as they had no attention for the other women gathered in a waiting half-circle at the other end of the not over-large chamber. There were three of them, the eldest a companion of the current Lady Tavistock’s dear departed mother. Emily by name, she was neither stern nor gray, but the respectable wife of a knight who had served the Tavistocks for more than forty years of his adult life—all of Lady Emily’s life. It was her hope that that lack of gray would allow her to bridge the gap between mother and daughter and help the Lady Kathleen to embrace her new power and responsibilities without abusing her new found freedom to create a scandal which would ruin the young girl’s future prospects. It would be far easier if Lord Tavistock would express even the slightest interest in his sister’s reputation. To be unmarried at her age was still acceptable, but if she didn’t take a husband soon people would begin wondering what was wrong with the young woman.

The second lady-in-waiting was also a member of the Tavistock household. Anne was the very young wife of Lord Tavistock’s aging uncle, Baldwin Lord Valor. Like Emily she was a second wife, and in her case, younger than any of her husband’s four sons. She was really of an age with the Ladies Fayre and Kathleen, but her quiet demeanor and too ambitious husband helped seclude her from the friendship which the other two women had been developing for nearly eight years. In the same way her husband’s ambition prevented her from developing her own circle to which her station clearly entitled her. Lord Valor wanted his wife near the power in Tavistock, not Valor.

The final woman watching the two converse had come with the Lady Fayre. Sarah was the daughter of an Edgefield knight and had been in Fayre’s service for two years. She was awkward if not outright clumsy, sharp as yesterday’s well-used knife—which is to say both brilliant and stupid at times—but generally still all right. Her principal asset in Fayre and Kathleen’s eyes was that she could be bullied into doing or ignoring just about anything—so long as no one discovered the indiscretion.

The three women sat in silence and watched their talkative charges. The Lady Kathleen, Lady Tavistock until her brother took a wife, had flowing locks of hair with the color and shine of polished black onyx. Her ivory skin was without blemish, her cheeks lightly brushed with the same wondrous red that filled her narrow lips. She was clothed in the same light hue as a sky before noon when wisps of white cloud guarantee that rain will not come soon. The gown, under-cloths of smooth flaxen overlaid with delicate woolens, modestly covered her more than ample bosom, leaving sleeves to widen sharply at the wrist while the layers gathered tightly about the waist before blossoming outward over her hips to cover the full expanse of her legs. Not her brother’s colors, those she would save until the Lord-Constable’s ball this evening. She smiled just to think of it. Her new red gown was every bit as modestly cut as the blue, yet it was somehow more revealing. Well worth every pence which she had forced Willem to pay.

She leaned forward to catch what her friend was saying. Fayre was every bit Kathleen’s equal in appearance, yet in no way her twin. Shorter in height and slimmer in stature, her many curves were all the more pronounced. Exposed flesh at face and neck and fingers were permanently imbued with a healthy flush which only intensified the brilliance of flowing tresses the color of flame on a snowy winter morning. She leaned forward, spilling hair across her shoulders and grasped Kathleen’s hand. “He said Yes.”

Kathleen could barely contain her excitement. If the table were not between them she would have hugged her friend. “Oh, that is perfect! This is going to be the greatest season.”

Fayre let go of Kathleen’s fingers and lifted her hand in partial warning. “He won’t let me stay with you, but I do not have to stay with my Aunt Hilda.”

Kathleen’s enthusiasm continued unabated. “This is too good. Is he putting you with your Uncle Humphrey? You’ll be the center of the Lord-Constable’s court.”

Fayre shook her head. “No, I didn’t want that. I think he’s going to put me in charge of my own household.”

“He is not,” Kathleen gaped. “How will he do that? Unless, you don’t think? Is he planning to move into the city with you?”

Fayre stopped to think for a moment, surprised that she and her father had never discussed this very plausible solution to her problem. Why not move into the city with his daughter for a season or two? In his eyes that would be just long enough to marry her off. Surely Broderick could manage Edgefield by himself for that long. After all he was supposed to inherit the honor when her father died. She shuddered at the thought. Not that of her father dying, for while it was impossible to imagine the world without him it stood to reason that one day he would have to pass. No, what bothered her was that someday Broderick might become Lord Edgefield and that meant that Jocelynne, his wife, would be the lady of the honor. That was a disgusting enough image to sicken anyone. Not that that had anything to do with her father moving into the city with her. He couldn’t or he wouldn’t do that because he had promised to let her stay with Conn.

“I don’t know if he’s going home, but if he’s staying in the city he’s not staying in a house with me.” Kathleen opened her mouth to speak but Fayre cut her off with another grin. “And don’t go suggesting Uncle Hubert. I told Daddy that I wouldn’t stay with him anymore than Aunt Hilda or Uncle Humphrey.”

“Then who?” It was more of a shriek than a question.

Fayre enjoyed her friend’s confusion. She knew Kathleen would never have believed she could manipulate her father this well. She opened her mouth and quietly formed one word. “Conn.”

Kathleen felt flabbergasted, but in all fairness to her, the ladies-in-waiting looked even more incredulous. “No. He wouldn’t!”

Fayre’s smile grew bigger than an inverted rainbow. “Yes.”

“He would never—”

If anything her friend’s smile got even bigger. “He already did. It’s practically taken care of.”

“No.” Kathleen would not give up but the look on Fayre’s still-nodding face made her hesitate. “When?”

“A twelve-day past, I was beginning to think he had outlasted me and I was going to have to live with Uncle Humphrey. Then one afternoon he got angry because I was sulking around him and he said I could stay if Conn would take care of me.”

Kathleen’s excitement rushed back to the fore. She had seen Fayre do this to her father many times over the years. To be sure, none of those matters were as important as this, but it appeared that all of those years of practicing by making her father buy her jewelry and new dresses were returning unexpected yields. “And Conn agreed?”

Fayre turned instantly petulant. “No.”

“No?” That was unbelievable. Neither of them had ever had to try to convince Conn to do anything for them. They had always had the giant wrapped around their fingers. 

“I haven’t seen him yet, but as soon as I do I know I can get him to agree.”

“Fayre,” Kathleen was appalled. “Your father has probably been with Conn on Banwe’s Field all morning.”

“I know that.”

“Well what if they talked about it? Your father might not have given up yet.”

Fayre was either being annoying or obtuse. “Of course they’ve talked. Daddy said he would talk to Conn about it.”

Her calm was amazing, because for her part Kathleen felt like grabbing her friend and shaking some sense into her. “What if he makes Conn promise not to agree to look after you?”

“He won’t.”

“Why won’t he?”

“Because then Daron would agree to look after me and you know he won’t promise Daddy anything.”

“Why would your father let Daron be your guardian? That is like asking a stallion to ignore a mare in heat and guard a silver penny.”

“He won’t, silly. That’s why he won’t stop Conn from looking after me.”

“Fayre, what aren’t you telling me?”

“That Daddy promised to let me stay in the city if one of my brothers would agree to look after me.” Her expression of triumph was absolutely complete. “Since we all know Daron will agree to look after me.”

“If only to make your father angry,” Kathleen agreed. 

“Because he loves me,” Fayre corrected her. 

“But not as much as he loves me,” Kathleen smiled sweetly. 

Lady Emily dropped her face in her hand and prayed fervently to Mother Vinatta that Daron did not love Kathleen so much that they would have a pregnancy scare like it was rumored that young Henna had had recently. It was beginning to look as if it would be a more trying season than even she had anticipated. She would have to speak to Lord Willem again. Maybe if she picked up a sword and fenced with him she could make him listen. 

“He’s my brother, Kathleen, I don’t need that much affection from him.” Fayre looked so askance that both women broke out laughing. Anne looked as if she might join in, as if she longed to join in, but she sat in her chair without saying anything. 

“Let me get this straight,” Kathleen said. “Your father promised you could stay in your own household, if one of your brothers can be convinced to run it for you. You know you can get Daron to do it, the very thought of which probably sends your father into convulsions as he imagines you dicing in every seedy tavern in Winterhaven. Therefore you think it must be Conn, your father’s favorite.”

“I’m Daddy’s favorite.”

“Be that as it may, have you considered that he might send Broderick and let him get more experience in your uncle’s court?”

“Daddy wouldn’t do that. I’m his favorite.”

“Fayre.”

“No, I’m serious. He knows I hate Jocelynne. And he knows how mean she is to me. He’ll keep Broderick and Jocelynne in Edgefield. He would never give her any power over me.”

“And if he does?”

“He won’t.”

“Fayre.”

“He won’t!”

Kathleen considered her friend. It would certainly be wonderful to have her around for another year. So much had changed last year for all of them. Amilsa kidnapped and still held hostage by that terrible draal. Harriet married to Merritt. Kathleen’s own mother dying after long sickness—a blessing to the poor woman, perhaps, but a frightful amount of responsibility for Kathleen, especially with her brother, Willem, showing no interest in getting married. To have Fayre around would make all of the duties and routine so much easier to deal with. “Let’s go out to Banwe’s Field. If your father asks us what we’re doing we’ll say we’ve come to watch Willem and Thorin prepare for the joust. Then when we just happen to run into your brother, you can make sure everything is settled.”

Fayre’s green eyes sparkled like emeralds while all three of the ladies-in-waiting smiled at the suggestion. “Oh yes, Kathleen, we’ll just have to watch the two greatest knights in the duchy—”

“The two most handsome,” Sarah murmured. 

“—prepare for the joust.”

“Yes,” Kathleen responded, refusing to notice any insinuation. “We’ll have to.”

“You and half the noblewomen in Winterhaven,” Lady Emily added, by no means displeased by the suggestion.

“You may not want either of them,” Fayre told Kathleen as she slid her chair out from under the table. “But I do.”
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5: Banwe’s Field
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Banwe’s field was alive with colors. Hundreds of men and women in their holiday best moving to and fro creating a kaleidoscopic panorama, punctuated by the brilliant glint of sunlight reflecting off well-polished armor and shields. The sounds were an even more confusing din with the high-pitched shrieks of children and the brass braying of mules and horses cutting through the excited clamor of men and women greeting each other after the long and frozen winter. Movement, sounds, the wonderful aroma of fresh pies and breads which the hucksters were plying on all sides, all made it difficult for Fayre and Kathleen and their small escort of ladies and men-at-arms to stick to any sort of purpose as they careened from one group of friends to the next, laughing and gossiping and feeding the excitement with their presence.

About two-thirds of the way toward the end of the field a larger group than most stood in a circle watching a dozen or so paired off men fence with blunted weapons. The so-called practice swords were still dangerous enough without their edges—four pounds of iron swung with force will hurt any man—so each wore full armor with heavy surcoats and gauntlets. In the very center of the circle, supposedly fencing themselves, but in actuality taking advantage of their position to appraise the other men, stood Lords Ascalon and Tavistock. 

They were a striking pair and the real reason that such a large crowd had gathered while the young men-at-arms and squires had at each other with such vigor, for it was festival time, when every lord in Winterhaven and a good many landed knights would be appraising all of the young men with an eye to filling out their retinues. Few houses were as prestigious as the Great Lords Tavistock and Ascalon—or as generous in their own ways. 

Lord Ascalon splashed largess about him like water from a basin—a practice befitting a man whose fortune rivaled that of the Lord-Constable’s. Lord Tavistock, on the other hand, bestowed experience and recommendations on those fortunate enough to train under his command—valuable commodities such as only the greatest swordsman in the land could offer. A few years of training in the austere atmosphere of his honor would practically ensure a man-at-arms of a generous holding in another lord’s household.

The men were clearly different, both in appearance and style, for all that they moved the same. Thorin Lord Ascalon was a solid six foot with an impressive breadth of shoulder and a crown of golden hair. His eyes were deep water blue and his mouth was constantly discovering a new reason to smile. A winter’s growth of whiskers framed his face, stubbornly refusing to become a beard. Spontaneous and genuine could both be used to describe him. He was not the handsome man that Sarah’s comment would seem to indicate, but he was a handsome man. Perhaps his wealth and station led to such exaggerations.

Willem Lord Tavistock, on the other hand, was ten years older than his companion. At thirty-five his raven hair had just begun to discover gray, even though the rest of his body had yet to show any sign of age. Lean and fit with sinewy muscles lining his lithe frame, he was an inch taller than Thorin, although his shoulders were not so great. Although he hated the ball, he had captured the dancer’s easy grace. Each movement rolled into the next with a fluidity so elegant one wondered that it had not been choreographed. He was never, ever, awkward in his movements, although sometimes he was in his speech. His preference for swords and military games was exceeded only by his liking of solitude and high, windy places, and matched only by his distaste for matters which were not these things.

Thorin for his part, reveled in his lordly responsibilities, which was not to say that he was not often bored with the repetitive and mundane tasks which filled so many of his days. No, he loved the ceremony and the grandeur which accompanied his station and understood that the less appealing duties were the price he paid for them.

All of which having been said, they were practicing Willem’s style of lordship today, watching the young men spiritedly beating at each other with their blunted weapons. Not the crude but necessary shield work of the normal battlefield, they displayed the more elegant practice of sword-on-sword
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