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Chapter one

The door slammed open. Light blazed into the
darkness as a massive, brown haired man strode into Oswy's cell.
Scrambling to his feet, Oswy backed into the wall opposite, doing
his best to look younger and more pitiful than his eleven years of
age. It made no difference; within seconds he was pinned, an arm
around his neck, one large hand clamped about both of his wrists.
His heart hammered fiercely, and the humming started in his head,
whining in counterpoint to his trembling.

Then the witch walked in, his blond hair tied
back and his shirt sleeves rolled up. He carried a long thin knife
and two large glass jars. To Oswy, hardly breathing now with fear,
it seemed a shadow walked in with him, a shadow edged with
bruise-colored fire.

"Hold the boy still," the witch said, his
light voice barely audible to Oswy over the scaling notes of panic
in his head. "I shall want the eyes and tongue first."

He came forward, the knife glimmering in his
hand, his face full of anticipation. Oswy stopped breathing,
stopped thinking, stood like a sparrow mesmerized by a snake, with
his vision tinted red at the edges from the white noise of his
fear, and the world stopping all around him, when suddenly the
glass jars were wrenched from the witch's hand and smashed against
the wall. Some unseen force lifted the pallet and blanket in the
corner of the room and flung them in his face. He brushed them
aside as though they had no more weight than a curtain, and
smiled.

An invisible assailant hit the other man
hard, splitting his lip. "Lord!" he cried, looking about himself
wildly, his hand raised protectively before his mouth.

"Get out," said the witch, "Now." And the
brown-haired man fled.

Something was screaming. Glass shards were
flying in a lethal whirlwind around the room. Oswy started
breathing again with a great sob of horror – this was almost worse
than sudden death - backed into a corner and crouched there,
cowering.

"Stop it!" he shouted, "Stop it!"

"You stop it. It is your doing."

"No it isn't!" wailed Oswy, frightened in a
whole new way now, both body and soul. "It's not me!"

The witch paced calmly through the tempest of
broken glass, the open door behind him turning his blond hair into
a saint's halo. Nothing touched him. For a long moment, he stood
looking down at Oswy, then he drew back his hand casually and
slapped him hard across the face. One of his rings left a long red
graze.

Oswy burst into tears. Around him, in the
sudden hush, came the crash and tinkle of glass fragments falling
to the ground. He buried his face in his hands and sobbed.

For a short eternity the witch-lord stood,
studying him as he wept. Then, tentatively, he went down on his
knees and pulled away the hand that covered the graze. "Why are you
crying?" he asked, "I have hardly hurt you."

Wriggling further back into his corner, Oswy
snatched his hand from the man's grasp – just the touch of it felt
filthy in a way that had nothing to do with the good clean dirt he
was accustomed to. If only he could squeeze himself through the
mortar of the walls; turn himself into a cloud and float into the
sky. If only he was a great warrior who could fight back. If
only... If only the man would go away!

Eventually the witch got up again, dusted
himself down as if fear could be as easily brushed off as dirt.
"This was done to teach you two things," he said. "When we meet
again I shall expect you to tell me what they were."

He stood a little longer, watching Oswy cry,
then he turned silently and strode out.

Some time later the brown-haired man
returned, carefully gathered up the broken glass into a ragged
blanket and, when he had finished, came gently over to where Oswy
crouched.

"I'm Leofwine. And you?"

"Oswy," it was difficult to get the breath
out. He wanted them all to go away – the whole world to go away -
so he could cry properly, on his own, in peace.

"Oswy?" Leofwine said, smiling, "'Glory of
the heathen gods'? Yes, well that seems appropriate. Listen then,
I'm sorry we frightened you, but my lord Sulien felt it was
important to do so, and he has his reasons. He's gone off to
Scricleah now, so there'll be no chance of accidentally meeting
him, should you choose to come down to the kitchen. Why not come
where it's warm, have something to eat?"

"Leave me alone."

"It does no good to mope," Leofwine frowned,
straightening. "But I dare say I can spare you a few moments to
recover your courage. Come down to the kitchen when you're done."
He threw a contemplative, even sympathetic, look over his shoulder
as he reached the door, but Oswy had the marks of the man's fingers
going purple about his wrists and knew better than to trust this
reversal into mildness.

When he had gone, Oswy huddled back into his
itchy rags and gave himself up to misery, contemplating the open
door with bitterness. They were so confident of his obedience, of
their legal possession, that the open door was more of a symbol of
slavery than any amount of chains. Inside or outside that door,
there was still nowhere to go. His father had sold him to the witch
for the price of a good milk-cow and one less mouth to feed. No
amount of tears could wash away the memory.

"Come here, lad," his father had said. "We
have a buyer for you."

"I don't want to go!"

Fear had been plain in his father's face, in
his shaking voice; "We have to, son. You know why we have to. But
that aside, you don't say no to this man."

Inside their shabby hut the air had been rank
with the smell of fear – bitter and humiliating at once. His mother
and sister had hidden behind a blanket in the smoke-loft in case
the Holmr lord should be insulted at the sight of women, and
without them he had felt defenseless, exposed. His brothers' gazes
kept sliding away from him, to the hearth, where once he had lost
his temper, and the cooking pots had burst apart. Ill-luck, they
called him after that, and now the ill-luck had come home.

Against their squalor the witch-lord, with
his poise and his fine clothes seemed almost godlike, deigning to
haggle, his pleasant voice full of threat and amusement, playing
with them.

Children grew up, in Oswy's village, with
this man's name used as threat and blackmail against them. The
rumors had been the climate of his infancy; the whispered hints,
the stories the adults stopped telling when they saw him listening.
He had never imagined the creature they spoke of could one day be
sitting in his house, with a face carved and cold as a stone angel,
and brown eyes which caught red glints from the fire, like a wolf's
eyes in winter.

Oh he had expected to be sold, of course. He
knew how bad the harvest had been, that this was the only way his
family would all make it through to the spring. Dreams had even
shown him his new place in a Lord's household - with two tunics,
and bread to eat every day. He had been planning to work hard, be
honest, to try and earn a little on the side so one day he could
buy himself back. But those hopes died in him the moment he heard
his buyer's name.

Yet the door was open. The door was
open, he was unshackled, the witch had gone on an errand and his
household was giving Oswy a moment to compose himself. Why
should I stay here, he thought, suddenly, with a flare of
astonishment and defiance. Just to be cut up as ingredients for
some witch's brew? Why should I?

It was a heady thought. Was there anything
out there that could be worse than belonging to Sulien
FitzGuimar? Surely not. And therefore there was nothing to fear,
other than staying here. Nodding to himself, fiercely, he wiped his
eyes on the back of his hand, rearranging the dirt, and stood
up.

The door made no sound as he pushed it
further open. Pale sunshine lit the corridor outside, slanting in
from arrow slits along the far wall. The autumn air carried the
smells of water and smoke, the sound of starlings squabbling in the
meadow beyond the moat, a bracing coolness.

An avid listener to tales, Oswy had followed
the storytellers from village to village, learning the words. Now
all the stories of heroes, who had escaped the dungeons of evil
kings, came back to him, resting on his shoulders like an armor of
strength. Straightening up, he began to walk quietly in search of
the stairs.

A soft, muffled noise tugged at Oswy's
curiosity, drawing him as surely as glitter draws crows. The door
of a corner room was ajar, the sound stealing out - clearer now -
identifiable as the labored breathing of someone trying very hard
not to cry. Oswy edged closer, peered into the darkness.

It took a while for his eyes to adjust, but
at last, dimly lit by the corridor's light, he made out a blond boy
of about his own age sitting half naked in a chaos of knotted
blankets and scattered clothes. He was lacing his shirt with hands
that trembled. From a deep gash in his upper lip blood flowed
splashing onto the white linen. He barely raised his head when Oswy
came in.

"What happened?"

The boy said nothing.

His abandoned tunic, which lay by the door,
was Holmr style, embroidered and costly. Under the spreading
bruises his skin was clean; there was no smell of him on the dusty
air. But the yellow hair, the pallor, the shape of his face, were
all Sceafn. After some thought Oswy concluded; He's a Holmr
Lord's bastard. Thrown away, now the legal heir has arrived. Half
gentle, half wild. Rubbish, like me.

"What happened to your lip?" he insisted.

The lad looked up with the angry snarl of a
child who has been very badly hurt, but does not want anyone to
know it, "What’s it to you?"

"Hush, it's fine..." Oswy tried reassurance,
in the voice he used to tame the stray dogs that whined around the
door at home. He crouched down and offered a hand, which was
ignored, "I've been crying too."

"I have not been crying!" the boy rounded on
him with blazing eyes and clenched fists, his affronted dignity
fierce and ridiculous, sharp but fragile as the broken glass.
Still, Oswy knew better than to laugh.

He scuttled back a safe distance, "So what
happened?"

Anger kept the boy bright for a moment
longer, blazing like a spark. Then, like a spark, it went out and
he slumped back against the wall, drained and surly. "He bit
me."

"I'm escaping." With no idea what to reply to
that and no desire to think about it long enough to form an idea,
Oswy turned the pause with, he thought, impressive tact. "Come with
me."

"It won't work," shifting position gingerly,
the boy shook his head, "There's nowhere to go."

"I'm going home."

"Are you that much of a fool?" a hand went
questing out, closed on blue linen hose. He pulled them on
violently, without taking his challenging gaze from Oswy's face,
"He will have killed them by now. Even if he has not, they'll be so
terrified they bring you straight back."

"Oh," said Oswy blankly, and sat down by the
edge of the pallet, some of the wind gone from his sails. The
bastard was right of course, he could not go home.

"Noble or common," the boy thawed visibly as
he realized he was not going to be mocked, "Everyone fears him.
You'd get no help. And if you didn't tell them who you were running
from - if you lied - when he came after you he would kill them. And
that would be on your conscience for the rest of your life."

"We could go to the city," said Oswy after a
moment's thought. "He'd never find us there – among so many people.
We'd only have to work there for a year and a day, and we'd be
free."

The boy glared at him, his fine dark eyes
filled with misery and scorn beneath their long lashes. "That's
very well for you, you're ugly. But I know what work they'd find
for me in the City."

Even Oswy, who was no expert on such things,
could see he was a very good looking boy. He did not exactly
understand, but he knew enough to know he did not want to learn any
more. "Church then," he said.

"They'd burn me."

"Why?" Oswy edged nearer. Dispiriting though
the conversation was, it was nice to have company in this place –
so full of threat and evil memories.

"Because I see things," said the boy, as if
it should be obvious. "And I make things move."

"So do I." Competitiveness made the admission
suddenly easier; "Make things move I mean."

"They'd burn you too then."

The knot that had unraveled in his chest when
he made his decision to leave now began to tangle itself together
again, catching at his throat, bringing back the threat of tears,
and that was not something he was willing to indulge in front of
this boy. "We could go to the forest."

"We'd get eaten by wolves or monsters," the
little noble laughed bitterly, pressing his fingers to his lip and
wincing at the sting, "Or caught by outlaws, which would be worse
than the city. Or we'd starve. It's no good, we're stuck here."

Quickly, before the despair stuck and made
his temporary courage desert him, Oswy got up. "I don't care. I'm
going. At least I'm going to try. You can stay here with him if you
like. I don't care."

He hurried to the door, but guilt and
sympathy stopped him under the lintel, and he looked back at the
misery on the boy's bloodstained face. "What will you do then?" he
said, quietly.

"Stay here," the lad replied, with an
unexpected resolve which made him seem suddenly formidable. "Wait
until he gets used to me... Then I'll kill him."

Oswy paused again, and admiration of this
plan washed over him. That was what noble blood did for you,
howsoever it was diluted. On impulse he said, "If they catch me,
will you be my friend?"

"I would be. But how can I? You’re not even
real."

Looking out to check the corridor was clear,
Oswy managed a chuckle. "Don't be stupid! Of course I'm real."

He turned back to say goodbye, but the room
was empty; no clothes, no mattress and no boy. There was dust an
inch deep on the floor except where Oswy had walked and sat. There
were spider's webs around the doorway and in his hair. He thrust
one grubby fist into his mouth and backed slowly into the corridor
wall. It was cleaner there, the scrubbed stones a pale cream in the
cool sunlight, but the hinges of that door were thick with
rust.

"Sulien killed him," said Oswy softly to
himself. "He must have come back and killed him."

He saw it all; the terrible murder, the boy's
ghost condemned to eternity in the place of his death, the servants
too frightened ever to come near the room again.

"Oh God!" said Oswy at last, "I've got to get
out of here!" He turned and ran for the stairs.

They were the gentry stairs, whitewashed and
painted with zig-zags and bright lines. Oswy's feet slapped sharply
on them, the sound echoing up and down the spiral, but he was
beyond stealth.

Where the steps were darkest there were lamps
of glass. A smell of warm honey floated from the wax candles
inside.

New friezes were painted on the walls, their
gemlike colors glowing: A battle before the walls of Yocheved; the
stars in their constellations; hunting at Shining Fell. It was not
at all what Oswy had expected, and gradually the sheer beauty of it
began to calm him down.

The stairs came to an end. There was a large
ornate door to his right, but it was closed. The corridor stretched
on before him.

Don't run, he said to himself firmly,
Sibyrt didn't run in the monster's den. Besides, they always
stop you if you run. Nevertheless it was a great effort to walk
quietly down the corridor and look inconspicuous as he turned the
corner.

There were the great doors of the keep,
standing open, with the meadowsweet scent of grass streaming
through them on a cool wind. And a guard's cell before them, the
shadow of a guard huge on its wall.

Oswy dithered in the corner for a moment and
then, taking himself in hand, he said a quick prayer and headed for
the doors. He was just an inquisitive boy, the son of one of the
servants, come in to gawp at the keep while the master was away. He
strolled on.

The guard looked up from his knife curiously
and watched him. Oswy walked on.

"Hey, Boy!" called the guard.

Oswy carried on walking. The man got up
slowly, and Oswy increased his pace.

"Answer me," the guard insisted.

Oswy was almost past him by now, walking
fast, his heart pounding.

"Here. Stop!" Yelling, the guard reached for
his spear. Oswy began to run.

Nothing stopped him as he pelted out of the
keep doors, the guard's footsteps loud behind him. Straight out and
down the path he ran. It was past noon, bright and clear, the few
people working in the enclosure could see him perfectly. Some
paused in their tasks to watch.

The guard came running. "Stop him!" he
shouted, "It's the new boy. Don't let him get away."

Oswy dived for the cover of an outbuilding. A
workshop of some kind; tools were scattered about the floor, beams
propped on trestles. The roof was falling in, rotten thatch
trailing, and the upper level was rickety, swaying under Oswy's
weight as he scrambled up the ladder. There was a worm-eaten barrel
in one corner, filled with shards of glass. He wedged himself in
the gap between that and the eaves.

Someone came in. He heard their feet
shuffling in the sawdust, their breath soft beneath him. A second
shadow darkened the door. Caught!

"He came in here," said the man below.

"Nay," said the figure in the doorway, a
woman by the voice. "He did not." There was a strange insistence in
her tone. Oswy felt the man hesitate.

"Poor little lad," the woman went on, "would
it be such a bad thing if he got away?"

There was a silence, and then the man said,
"Bad for us maybe."

"Please..." prayed Oswy. There was the sound
of movement at the foot of the ladder.

"Well," the man sighed at last, "I've looked
and I can't see him."

"Oh Brand," the woman replied fondly. They
went away.

He heard Brand shout, "Not in this one! Try
the next," and the sound of heavy feet retreating, but he dared not
move, not yet.

Hours, he waited, at first on tenterhooks
between relief and fear, then, as the short autumn day dwindled and
no one else came, in increasing misery. It was cold. The smell of
mildew reached deep into his throat, and he was cramped and hungry.
Worse than that, he had time to think.

He wanted to go home. He wanted to be in his
place by the fire, watching mother stirring the great stew-pot,
listening to Cine and Freda quarreling, Wulf intervening with his
patronizing elder brother voice, father watching, silent and
exhausted on his bench.

Oswy's mother always knew when he was afraid.
She would come and sit beside him, busy with the baby, and tell him
stories of the old heroes, in the days before the Holmr. He wanted
very badly to be back there, for everything to be set right. He
didn't even know if they were still alive. Perhaps the witch had
gone back and killed them all, as the boy had said he would, but he
would never know. They would look for him first at home. He could
not go back, not even to check.

He would go to the city, and find a trade.
The city was only three days walk away, and he wouldn't have any
trouble there because he was ugly.

Really ugly? He felt himself prepared to cry
even at this. Perhaps that was why they had sold him and not Wulf;
they couldn't bear to look at him. Would anyone in the city want to
shelter him? His own family didn't. And what if they brought him
back, or the witch found him? Oh. He would be angry. It didn't bear
thinking about. Maybe he would just starve to death on the way, and
then everyone would be happy.

The sound of people coming in to the
enclosure for the evening roused him. There was the lowing of
cattle, the staccato beat of their hooves, and chat among the
cowmen. By the sound of it there was a fair herd being brought in
to the byre.

Oswy knew cattle; how to calm them and make
them accept him. It would be warm to sleep among them, and he could
get milk. He edged away from the wall, stiff and sore from sitting,
and went down the ladder gently.

He waited while the herd settled down,
watching through a hole in the mortar of the wall while the cowmen
and herd-boys left for their homes outside the bailey. Gradually as
the sky darkened the compound emptied, until only the animals in
their pens remained.

He heard the slam of the gates, two guards
talking, their voices carrying far on the evening air. There seemed
to be only two guards for the whole span of palisade, and so
naturally, with the master gone, they were together by the fire in
the guard-house.

 


Under cover of a clamor from the kennels he
slipped out of the door and walked as calmly as possible between
the gardens to the byre. His heart was racing as he reached it, but
there was no alarm. He found a mound of cleanish straw, burrowed
into it and went to sleep, waking up in the middle of the night to
take a drink.

When he was warm and fed, and with the
familiar smell of cattle around him, he felt better: He would go to
the city and do well, and when he was rich someday his family would
come to him for help without knowing who he was, just like Saint
Asaph in the story, and everything would be put right.

He awoke again in the bitter cold of the
early morning, with the dreary light of dawn just showing over the
battlements. The cattle were stirring, nosing him curiously and
eating his bedding. He rubbed dirt into his face and hands and made
sure his bare feet were thoroughly muddy, so that no gleam of white
skin would betray him. Then, coming out around the back of the
byre, he edged along the walls until he could hide again behind a
pile of rubble just by the left hand gate-tower, and wait for the
gates to be opened.

Soon after dawn a guard came, blowing on his
hands in the chill morning, let down the bridge with a great rattle
of chains, and opened the gates. People began coming in almost
immediately, but going out involved passing the lighted gate-house
and he could not bring himself to do it.

The sky began to lighten. Two horses were led
out to exercise by a vacant faced old man wearing a cast off tunic
at least three times too large for him. Maids came in, barefaced,
with empty pails, giggling. The cattlemen strolled in in a knot
together talking stock, two herd-boys, exchanging insults, running
before them. Oswy watched them carefully, with the glimmering of an
idea.

He waited, losing more of the darkness, until
the cattle began to come out. Then as they jostled past him he
darted out of hiding and in among them. Shouting "Coo-oop" and
hitting the bony rumps like a zealous herder he passed the shadow
of the gate, turning his face away from the gaze of the guard.

At a brief glance the world seemed very wide
to him as he passed into it. Then the cows barged into him and one
of the herd-boys said "Hey! You're not..." and he was running
again.

Down the steep hill he charged while the
cattlemen conferred with leisurely dignity behind him, and across
the boulder-strewn strip beyond. By the time they had decided to
send a lad back to tell the guard he had passed into the forest and
was hidden in the dense undergrowth.

He had made it. He was free.


Chapter Two

By afternoon Oswy was lost. He could not have
said how it had happened, he had just been too eager to get away.
Now he was surrounded by oak and ash in autumn gold, russet bracken
underfoot, leaves falling through the cathedral hush. There were
knotted branches and writhing roots in every direction; fallen
trees holding up circles of earth, pits beneath them, toadstools in
damp array on their sides. He found a great rose-bush - spotted
leaves lying limply on a tangle of withies and thorns - and pulled
off handfuls of hips. Their intense taste did nothing to relieve
his thirst.

Every so often he would climb a tree and
stand swaying on the top branches, trying to see some landmark by
which to guess where he was. There was nothing but trees sloping up
to the sky, or in places moor beyond the forest, brown and bare. He
could not even see the witch's keep, though he knew it had stood on
the high ground. He had thought he would recognize the shapes of
the hills, but they looked different from here. First one then
another would present a shape he thought familiar, only to change
after a little walk. He had no idea where the road might be.

By the early evening he was getting
desperate. He had found some late ripening brambles and devoured
every berry, and there were thistles and pig-nuts to eat, but he
was so thirsty he could barely think for it.

The night was coming and he had no flint, nor
steel, no knife, no blanket. There might be frost in the night, or
wolves. There were sure to be monsters this close to Shining Fell;
spirits who drown children; trees who stalk; the winter Hags of the
elder; and elves hunting for pleasure. He did not want to be alone
in the forest in the dark.

A crow, frightened by his passage, flew up
from the brush almost into his face. He cried out shrilly, clapping
his hands over his face and sliding to his knees. Bats, startled,
shrieked through the trees and about his head.

"Oh God!" he whispered, cowering, "Oh God,
Benel, help me!"

Voices spoke around him in the trees. They
were not human voices. He scrambled up and ran like a hart flushed
from cover. Branches snapped at him, thistles and brambles
scratching his feet and tearing his tattered hose. He kept running
until he fell, his legs unable to bear him any more, his breath
like fire in his throat, the world gray and silver before his eyes.
He lay there a long time, listening, but there was no sound except
the sigh of the wind in the trees. Whatever it had been he had
escaped it.

When his sight came back to him and he could
stand again he looked about for a tree to climb. One last attempt
to find out where he was. Perhaps that mad dash had brought him
close to the road.

Grimly holding on to his hope he shinned up a
tall ash and looked out on the darkening valley. There,
marvelously, only a couple of hundred yards away a pillar of white
smoke showed. Then as he watched a second went up, sparks bright as
flowers spiraling in it.

"Thank you! Oh thank you!" he said, gazing at
the smoke with joy, and savored the moment a little before
scrambling down and losing the sight.

He was careful this time, walking slowly,
checking his direction often, and with the care he had time to
remember that this might be outlaws, and that it needed careful
handling whoever it was. As he neared the fires and could smell
them through the trees he began to go stealthily. Finally he went
down on his belly and wriggled through the bracken at the edge of
the clearing stealthy as a serpent.

It was a fair camp, three spear-tents pegged
between trees, a path cut to the further clearing, people passing
to and fro, and a cauldron steaming over the fire. Now and then a
face would be picked out by the flames, disembodied like a brief
vision of the Abyss. Some were men whom Oswy recognized, vaguely,
as villagers from Wyrmbank seen at the market in Scricleah. They
were no outlaws, just plain men like himself. What were they doing
here? Foraging? Cutting wood? It didn't look like it.

Still, they were ordinary people who might
have sympathy for a boy lost in the woods, and by the look of the
cauldron they had food to spare.

He left the shelter of the bracken and began
to walk across to the fire. A youth with a bow, watching the
perimeter, called out an alarm and two men walked out to meet him.
Both carried spears.

"I'm so glad to see you!" said Oswy,
earnestly, "Where am I?"

"Who are you, lad?" asked the elder of the
two, a tall, graying man in a plain tunic of brown wool. There was
a curious mix of suspicion and sympathy on his face.

"Cedda," said Oswy, "From Caster. My master
sent me with a message to Hrolf Baker of Osford, and I got lost on
my way back."

"How did you come to leave the road?" said
the man, and Oswy, pleased with the attention, decided to
elaborate.

"I thought I saw something." As he had seen
his mother do, when she was storytelling, he threw a little doubt
and disbelief into his face and posture, pausing for effect.

"What?" the gray-beard's voice was now no
longer indifferent; he was hooked. Oswy smiled inwardly, and went
on, hesitant as if he hardly dared speak.

"I saw a white lady," he said, "She was
weeping and I went to comfort her. I don't know how to say it. As I
got nearer she got further away. I followed her, all night, but in
the morning I looked up and she weren't there no more. Then I saw I
was lost. She was a very pretty lady."

The man was looking at him pityingly. "City
lad are you?"

Oswy nodded.

"Thought so. A country boy would have more
sense than to go traipsing after elves. Well, you'd better come and
get warm. You can stay here tonight and we'll set you back on the
road tomorrow. How's that?"

"Thank you," said Oswy happily, "It's all I
hoped."

A little while later, warmed and fed, he was
repeating his story, with embellishments, to three of the younger
men, while the elders stood in small knots talking quietly over
their beer. It was fully dark now, and the light of the fire was
bright. Through the trees the blaze of the second fire and the
flicker of standing torches could be seen. The sound of a lute
floated on the evening breeze, and laughter, the loud assured
laughter of men.

"Who’s over there?" Oswy asked, nodding at
the path. A young man named Ketil looked up,

"Sir Fulk of Kinridge," he said, "And Lord
Robert of Rainford with their hunting party. We're beating for
them."

A minstrel's trained voice, pure and sexless
as an angel's, carried a strain of melody into the night. The fire
crackled and flared. A tall red-bearded man came down the path and
stopped at the sight of Oswy.

"Oswy son of Ottar of Mereton," he said,
"What are you doing here?"

"Cyneheard!" Oswy exclaimed, and horror
swooped on him. It was no use denying he knew the man; Cyneheard
was a close neighbor and could not be fooled.

He half rose, instinct again urging him to
flee, but now every eye in the camp was on him, and Ketil had
gripped the skirt of his tunic, holding him by it. He sank back
into his place, defeated. All his plans, all his cleverness in
affecting an escape, his day spent frightened and lost, all for
nothing.

He looked up at Cyneheard with pleading eyes;
"Oh please," his voice trembled a little on the brink of tears,
"please don't send me back there. Please don't. You don't know what
he's like. He'll kill me."

"Cyneheard?" said the greybeard who had first
spoken to Oswy, "It's plain you know the boy, yet he gave a very
different name. Why does he lie?"

"I know him well, Godwine." Cyneheard nodded
to himself, "He's the son of a neighbor of mine, and he was sold
yestereven to Lord Sulien of Harrowden. I spoke to Ottar, the boy's
father, only this morning."

"Magister Sulien?" Ketil's eyes were
wide.

"Yes," said Cyneheard, "Sulien the
witch."

There were little movements throughout the
group; men drawing back from Oswy as if from a leper. One or two
made a sign of warding. Ketil let go of his tunic as though it
stung.

Oswy knew the reaction; no one liked to be
too close to misfortune. Not for the first time he felt how much it
hurt. "Please," he begged.

"If Lord Sulien finds out we've sheltered
him," whispered Ketil in a voice full of fear, "And he will find
out..."

"Someone will have to take him back," Godwine
nodded, "and quickly."

"Not I," muttered Ketil.

"Nor I," the hasty denial came from all
sides.

Godwine looked around, "Do none of you dare
take a little boy back to his master? There might even be a reward
for him."

The murmur of denial increased. Godwine
sighed. "Well," he said, "nor do I."

Oswy looked up hopefully.

"Sir Fulk would dare," Ketil suggested after
a moment's thought. "Couldn't we turn the boy over to him?"

"Is he a good humored man?" asked Cyneheard
doubtfully.

"He doesn't expect too much from us." Ketil
shrugged, "And he can be generous. If he has had good cheer this
evening it would be best to ask now."

The men of Kinridge nodded in agreement with
this.

"Very well," said Godwine. "You can speak for
us, Ketil, Fulk is your lord. I'll stand by you. Now find some rope
and we'll tie the boy up."

Oswy fought fruitlessly against this
treatment, earning himself a box about the ears and ensuring, if
anything, that the ropes were tighter than they might have been. He
was dragged along the path pleading and sobbing. The Lords paused
over their wine to watch him.

They were sitting at the upper end of a great
table, pavilioned in crimson canvas and lit by many lamps. The
scent of the freshly split logs could still be smelled beneath the
wood smoke and the wine. There were dogs at the feet of the lords,
and hawks perching in the shadows behind them.

Oswy stopped his struggling to gaze at them;
Fulk, a gray-haired man in a tunic of blue silk, with a kindly face
and a broken nose; Robert beside him, a spare man with the sallow
Holmr coloring, and a frown almost as dark as his hair. William,
Robert's son, was looking on with amusement, and Fulk's two lads
had only glanced up briefly before returning to their game. The
household retainers, the minstrels, cwens, and hangers on were all
too obviously waiting for their masters' reactions before
committing themselves to anything.

"My Lord Fulk," began Ketil in a shaky
voice.

Fulk regarded him for a moment, frowning with
thought, and then ventured, "Ketil of Hulme farm?"

Ketil nodded, and Fulk put down his cup,
saying "What is the trouble?"

"A runaway slave my Lord. We brought him for
your doom."

"The boy? Let me see him."

Oswy was shoved forward into the light. The
Lords made a brief assessment of him and seemed instantly to lose
interest.

"He must go back to his master, obviously,"
Fulk said. "Whose slave is he?"

"Lord Sulien of Harrowden’s."

There was a perceptible stir around the
table. The minstrels looked up with eager eyes.

The cwens fluttered like bright birds, their
heavy imitations of fine ladies adding a further touch of unease to
Oswy's despair. He was not used to this Holmr custom; men allowed
to become substitute women, while the real women were locked away
for the sake of decency. Oddly, the idea scared him. As his mother
had once said; "A people capable of that are capable of
anything."

"Leave the boy here then," Fulk said,
seemingly unimpressed. "One of my servants will return him
tomorrow."

Ketil and Godwine bowed themselves away,
smiling with relief. A knight of Fulk's party came forward and took
hold of Oswy. At a nod from his lord he tethered him securely to a
stake set well within the light of the fire.

It was a miserable ending, Oswy felt, to all
his toil - tied up like a strayed sheep, alone and afraid in the
middle of someone else's feast. Hoping for some act of kindness,
some little gesture of pity, he began to cry, listening for a
softening in the voices which spoke over his head. It didn't
come.

"The boy should be whipped," Robert looked
down with a face of prim disapproval. "I'll have one of my men see
to it."

"I wouldn't advise it," Fulk replied.

"He has to be taught he can't run away just
as he wishes."

"He will have lessons enough when he gets
back to his master."

"'Lord Sulien!'" Robert scoffed, "There's not
a drop of noble blood in the man."

"Ah," Fulk replied in a tone of reminiscence.
"That's not entirely true."

"No?" William leaned forward, a larger man,
with a more open expression than his father; curiosity written
plain in every feature.

"No," said Fulk. "He is the son of Guimar
Lord of Scricleah, and for several years was his heir."

"Guimar's wife only had one son, and that was
Odo," said Robert skeptically.

"Oh yes," Fulk agreed. "Sulien's mother was
Sceafn; she was taken as a trophy after the battle for Caster.
Guimar kept her for some years, and raised the boy as his own." He
chuckled, reminiscing, "Aldith was her name. A very pretty thing
she was too, going about barefaced, the way the Sceafn women used
to - even the ladies - and proud, though she was a slave. Her son
is just as proud, despite his birth."

"Bastards!" William exclaimed, with a
man-of-the-world air, "They're nothing but trouble."

"And the ones raised with expectations," his
father agreed, "they're the worst."

"Don't say that too loudly in front of the
King," said Fulk mildly. "You know what his younger brother is,
after all," and he shouted for more wine.

It was late in the evening now, the first
fury of merrymaking over; time to tell tales and savor the warmth
of the fire, and for Oswy, sitting on the damp earth, his arms
beginning to hurt from the ropes, it was perhaps the worst time of
his short life. Time to wonder what would happen to him when he got
back.

Nightmare images, each more horrible than the
last, chased through his mind. He listened to the lords' voices
with a kind of desperation, trying to drown out the thoughts,
trying to glean some comfort, but the crying had taken on a life of
its own, and he could not stop.

"I'll say this for Sulien," said Robert - the
lords seemed settled now to the discussion of this painful
subject.

If only they would talk about something
else, Oswy thought, but they went on, and he went on listening,
afraid to miss any small clue which might be of help when he was
taken back.

"Because he's a witch," Robert was saying,
"the peasants are terrified of him. I don't think they'd bring a
slave of mine back with such alacrity."

"They're superstitious fools," said William.
"'Trafficking with dark powers' indeed! If he really has such power
behind him, why isn't he King of Sceafige by now?"

Robert turned in his seat nervously, as if
the conversation irked him. "Stop bawling, slave!" he shouted
suddenly, aiming a gobbet of half-chewed fat at Oswy's head, "Or
I'll give you something to complain about. I hate whining
children."

"Sulien doesn't frighten me." William was
still talking, laying a heavy hand on the hilt of his eating knife.
He was a tall, well built young man, and his easy confidence and
swagger reminded Oswy of the village bully, before he had taken on
a man-at-arms from Scricleah and been trounced.

There was a surprising amount of satisfaction
in the thought of this complaisant invader taking on Oswy's master;
being broken and shamed. Let him find out for himself why Oswy was
so scared.

Fulk was looking at William with a slight
smile, "Have you ever met him?"

"No," said William. "And I have no desire to.
What is he after all but a common slaveson who came to his manor by
theft?"

"I used to be of the same opinion." A hound
nosed at Fulk's foot and he paused to give it a bone from the
table. One of the minstrels picked up his rebec and began to play
quietly, a simple little tune without words. A jongleur got up from
his place in the shadows, but was waved down again.

"I knew him when he was a child," Fulk went
on, eventually, "and apprentice to Lord Tancred of Harrowden."

"Apprentice?" William scoffed. "Lords don't
have apprentices!"

"Oh," said Fulk, "there's no doubt Tancred
was a witch. Now there was an evil man; always on the lookout for
someone to hurt. He could kill cattle just by looking at them and
children by speaking their names, and he often did. A group of
knights, about ten years back, went up to burn him out. They never
got close to the place and by the next morning every one of them,
and their families, were dead. Their lines are utterly obliterated
and their manors have reverted to the King. Few people dare speak
of it even now."

Fulk paused, motioning to his cup-bearer. The
youth took up the wine pitcher and went round the table once more,
refilling the cups of Lords and knights.

This is just a pleasant story for
them, Oswy thought, bitterly, with a bit of horror just for
salt. But for me...

Plainly his master's evil went back a
generation; he had been trained in it, steeped in murder since
childhood. Of course he wouldn't stop to have pity on a nobody like
Oswy. The tears came faster. I'm worth nothing. Oswy
concluded miserably. They'll just give me back because I'm worth
nothing to any of them.

"When Tancred walked into a room," Fulk took
up his full cup and continued, "it was as though Death himself had
come in. Every eye fixed itself on him in terror, and silence fell.
More often than not Sulien was with him, but he was nothing; a dog
at his master's heel. I never knew him to speak, or even to raise
his head and look at a man, but he was there. When Tancred desired
a man's body-fat to make candles Sulien would be there holding the
bowl. As he grew up he became very strong, and Tancred would have
him hold the victims down for slaughter. He would do it surly as a
whipped dog, but he would never refuse. He was far from
innocent."

A nightjar called from somewhere close by,
its eerie cry loud in the darkness. Oswy's heart spasmed, silencing
him. Several men started nervously. Fulk smiled and went on,

"So, when we heard Tancred had fled, the four
of us got together: I, Giles, your grandfather, God rest him, John
of Wyrmbank and Odo of Scricleah (Sulien's half-brother, if you
remember). We took our most renowned knights and went to raze his
stronghold and burn Sulien out.

"We went in the broad morning because our men
could not be commanded to approach the place by night. We found the
drawbridge down, the gates open, the walls scorched and burnt, or
torn apart; stone had been rent from stone as though a giant had
smitten them. Not a living soul was on the walls or in the
enclosure. We rode in, and there was absolute silence all about us;
a silence of the dead.

"At the foot of the keep stair all five of my
knights refused to go on. These were men brave as lions, tested in
battle again and again. I would have trusted my life to any one of
them. Yet here, before any threat had been made, knowing they faced
only one man, they balked. Odo made much of it, until his men did
the same. It was at that point we realized sorcery was being used
against us. There was nothing we could do but go on ourselves,
leaving them behind. After all, there were four of us, and we were
not afraid.

"The stairs were strewn with loose stones,
the treads at all angles and unsafe, the walls again were burnt and
in places oozing with some slime which seemed to crawl upwards from
the floor. Above the first level the spiral was broken and choked,
impassable, and we had to make our way through the Great Hall and
up the servant's stairs. Devastation was everywhere, and nowhere
any sign of life.

"'He's fled too,' said Odo, his voice loud in
the deserted corridors. (Odo was sixteen at the time, new come out
of fosterage, strong as a bear and full of himself.)

"'No,' said Giles, 'Or our men would be
here'."

"We filed into the solar, not knowing what we
would meet, and he was there, waiting for us. He stepped out of the
shadows by the side of the cold hearth and the sunlight picked out
his face and hands. There was blood all over him, and burns, but he
was smiling a little satisfied smile. We stopped, frozen like birds
in front of a stoat."

Fulk shook his head, "Four knights in full
battle armor, swords and maces in our hands, and an unarmed man
cowed us with a glance.

"'So,' said Sulien, looking at us all with
contempt, 'You heard the master had fled, and you thought; Let's go
and burn out the little weak apprentice.' He laughed. 'You failed
to consider,' he said, 'what it was the master had fled from.'

"John and I exchanged worried glances; it did
put a rather different perspective on our expedition. Sulien
watched us with amusement.

"'Why don't you sit down,' he said, 'And
we'll discuss my terms.'

"'Terms?' asked Giles.

"'Terms for your life,' said Sulien
pleasantly, 'And for your freedom.'

"He was in a strange humor; exultant, like a
soldier after battle when he turns to the villages, intent on
looting and rape. I was afraid of him.

"'Who do you think you are?' Odo snarled -
perhaps he remembered his childhood, being always the second-rate
shadow in Sulien's wake – 'You should be pleading for your own
life.'

'Plead?' laughed the witch, 'With you?' He
shook his head at Odo's stupidity and stepped forward into the
range of the blade.

'I'd sooner die,' he said. 'Strike me down
then, if you can.'

"We watched as Odo struggled to move. He made
what seemed to be a huge effort, straining until the sweat ran from
him, but to no avail. Then Sulien took up a saw-edged knife from
the table and pressed the sharp teeth to Odo's face. Not one of us
could move.

"'I could kill you now,' said Sulien to his
brother in a voice which was soft with pleasure, 'and, believe me,
Odo, I would enjoy it.'

"He moved the knife slightly, smiling, and
blood began to run down the blade and over his hand.

"'Shall we discuss terms?' he said.

"We discussed terms," Fulk concluded
ruefully. "Or, rather, he set them down and we agreed to them. We
counted ourselves lucky to get out of there alive, and by agreement
we never spoke of it again. no one likes to be shamed. I'm sorry I
had to tell this, Robert, I only did it because William here seems
to have the desire to take him on. Don't do it, lad. Not unless you
want young Henry to be your father's heir."

Fulk drained his cup abruptly and retired to
his tent. The courtiers seemed not to know how to react to this
tale of defeat and slipped away silently, one by one. Oswy wished
he had not listened. He thought of the reception he would get when
they took him back tomorrow and, loudly, he began to cry again.

Robert looked up, his face black with anger.
"I've had enough of that boy's whining!" he shouted, "Hugh! Get
over here and give him a good beating!"

A hard-faced man strode up to Oswy and,
taking him by the hair, dragged him to his feet and held him
upright. A second servant cut four birch twigs and with them,
efficiently, he beat Oswy until the boy fainted.

When he roused, from pain and cold, it must
have been little later - the fire had not sunk far - but still the
camp had gone to bed. He sat alone in the silence for a very long
time, and dared not even weep.

Just after dawn the man Hugh came back and
wordlessly tied Oswy, hand and foot, over one of the pack horses.
Then, silent and grim, he led it, none too carefully, out of the
camp, into the pathless forest. Branches slapped and tore at Oswy's
face and bloody back, but he lay quietly, certain now that nothing
he could do would bring any gesture of kindness from anyone.

They passed out on to the road, and rain, in
a fine mist unnoticed under the trees, began to soak their clothes
and to spread, gentle and cold, into Oswy's cuts. Hugh muttered to
himself, drawing up his hood. The horse blew at the cold droplets
on its whiskers and put its head down. They trudged on, brown
leaves falling on either side of them and the road turning to mud
beneath them. Eventually, despite everything, Oswy fell asleep with
his cheek against the horse's warm flank.

Sulien's voice woke him saying, with barely
suppressed fury, "Who did this?"

"My master ordered it," Hugh replied,
hurriedly.

Oswy opened one eye and saw Hugh backing
away, face ashen with fear, Sulien stalking him, white knuckled,
Leofwine watching with concern.

"Tell your master," Sulien's voice was harsh
with the effort of restraint, "if he raises a hand against any of
my servants again he shall rue it."

Hugh, quailing under the witch's stare,
managed to stammer, "He thought it would please you."

"It has not."

Leofwine came to Oswy's side and, cutting the
ropes, gently lifted him off the horse and set him on the ground.
He took a physician's brisk look at Oswy's wounds, then got up and
led the horse over to Hugh. Both Hugh and Sulien looked at him as
if they had forgotten other people existed in the world.

"What!" snapped Sulien.

"The boy is fine." Leofwine's voice was
gentle, reassuring, "It's not so bad as it looked."

"Lucky for Robert," said Sulien, grudgingly,
and turned his back on Robert's knight. Hugh needed no urging but
left without waiting to be dismissed.

The witch strode over to Oswy and looked down
at him. His face was sullen with the afterglow of fury, his hands
still clenched into fists. Oswy avoided his eyes, and eventually,
after a hot, tense silence, Sulien sighed. Motioning to Leofwine,
he said tersely

"See to him."

"Yes, lord," said Leofwine, with a half
smile.

"And when you have finished," the witch-lord
went on, "Lock him in."

Leofwine pulled Oswy to his feet and, keeping
a secure grip on his arm, began to haul him into the tower. He gave
a little rueful laugh, "He'll not get away again, my lord. I'll
make sure of it."

This time there was no upstairs room for
Oswy. Leofwine dragged him down into the dungeon and shut him in
the single tiny cell. When he had turned the key and walked away
there was absolute darkness in the room.

Oswy could hear the rats moving, scuffling
and fighting in the straw, but he could not see how close they
were. Rats had gnawed his brother Cine as he lay in the cradle. He
remembered a night when two had come so close to his face that he
could feel their breathing. Suddenly he forgot that he was too hurt
to be frightened. He found the door by touch and beat on it.

"Leofwine!" he screamed, "Leofwine! Let me
out!"

But it was a long time before Leofwine came
back.


Chapter Three

Oswy stood pressed against the door, swaying
a little with tiredness and hunger. He had shouted himself hoarse,
uselessly, and was beginning to feel again how cold and wet he was.
His back throbbed mercilessly and stabbing pains shot through his
arms and legs each time he moved. He knew he should gather the
straw together and lie down in it to keep warm, but the rats would
be waiting for that. They would gnaw his face while he slept...

There was a clatter outside, and the sound of
voices. Oswy backed away from the door as it opened and stood
blinking. Leofwine was there, carrying a torch and an unlit oil
lamp. With him was an old woman, stern as a grandmother, decently
dressed and wimpled, but with her face defiantly visible to the
world. A Sceafn Lady, obviously, accustomed to independence and
command.

Leaning on her stick she regarded Oswy
seriously. Her pewter-gray eyes were the same as Leofwine's, and
there was a distinct look of kinship about those two as they stood
in the doorway together.

"Hm," she said after a while. "Well, boy, I
am Dame Edith, but you will call me My Lady. Is that clear?"

"Yes, my Lady." Oswy was awed.

She smiled and hobbled past him into the
cell."Light me the lamp then," she said, "and I'll see what I can
do."

Leofwine lit the oil lamp and stood it in a
niche by the door. The flame flickered for a moment and then
bloomed strong and steady, casting a golden light over the rough
walls and the old damp straw. It was good clean oil, there was no
smoke.

"Be off with you now," the woman said. "And
tell Brand to stop dawdling and get down here."

Leofwine took Oswy by the elbow and began to
drag him up to the great kitchens of the keep. Out of the darkened
cell, where the fear of rats had kept him standing, the pain and
cold began to overwhelm him. His trembling legs weakened with each
step, every pace jarring his wounded back. The lash cuts burnt now
like hot irons, but his feet felt cold to the point of numbness. It
seemed very dark in the stairwell, the air too bitter to breathe,
so much effort just to raise a foot and climb one step.

Vaguely he noticed they had stopped and
Leofwine was kneeling by him, looking into his face with concern.
Then he was lifted and carried. He closed his eyes and it was as
though he was five again, being taken in, too tired to move, by his
father. A long day picking stones from the winter-hard earth was
over with, and he was being carried home to a fire, food and sleep.
But Leofwine didn't smell like a farmer, he smelled of parchment,
and herbs, and the faint acridity of a mail-shirt. Nothing in this
place smelled like home.

Oswy felt himself shifted awkwardly onto one
arm as Leofwine opened a door. The air coming out was warm and full
of steam, comforting to step into. There was the sound and
brightness of a fire. He opened his eyes and saw a cauldron of soup
bubbling over the blaze, and, standing by the hearth, a bath full
of steaming water. Brusquely, like a knight physicking his squire,
Leofwine peeled off Oswy's stiffening muddy clothes and dumped him
in the tub.

"You're a fool," he said with annoyed
concern. "Running off to the forest. You could have been
killed."

"He was going to kill me anyway," Oswy
murmured, soothed by the warmth and too tired to be afraid.

Leofwine gave a short laugh, "Oh yes? So why
aren't you dead?"

Reaching out easily he pushed Oswy's head
under the water. When Oswy came up again, spluttering and red faced
with surprise, he said, "Do you think he couldn't have killed you
if he wanted, at any time since he first saw you? For that matter,
do you think he couldn't have brought you back - from wherever you
had fled to - with a word?

"Why do you think there was so little hue and
cry after you? We knew that as soon as he returned he would have
you back. Escaping his power is not as easy as walking out of his
doors. As it was he was spared the trouble. Which might prove well
for you."

He shook his head in continuing disbelief;
"Running off to the forest! Can you get any more foolish than
that?"

Oswy could not answer, so he covered his
confusion by yelling as his cuts were scrubbed with soapwort and
hot water. He was beginning to feel much better - Leofwine's brisk
ruthlessness reminded him of his mother.

"Leofwine?" he said, as he was lifted out and
set before the fire.

"Hm?" Leofwine handed him a bowl of soup and
looked about for a spoon with a puzzlement which showed him unused
to kitchens.

"What is he going to do with me?"

The sound of footsteps went down past the
door, heavy and slow as if burdened, and a voice cursed at the
turning. It was the first sound of life Oswy had heard in the
tower, but for Leofwine and the old woman.

"I don't know." Leofwine shrugged away Oswy's
disbelieving look. "Truly. We were out riding. You were gathering
straw and looked up to see a wild goshawk stoop.

"When my lord saw your face he started as
though he had seen a ghost. He seemed both amazed and amused. Then
he said 'Go on before me, I must buy that boy,' and I went. I know
nothing more."

"Didn't you ask?" said Oswy, unsatisfied.

"No. I'll find out in time. But I'll tell you
this: I've been told to treat you well."

He had a reassuring look, this witch's
servant; his harsh, strong face made pleasant by the kindliness of
his cloud-gray eyes. His long hair, the color of good soil, curled
slightly in the damp air, and he wore it loose. Sometimes it fell
across his cheek, a soft frame for those hawk features. Oswy felt a
great desire to trust him. "Will you protect me from him?" he said,
putting down his bowl to gaze earnestly at the tall man.

"Do you really think I could?" Leofwine
replied, with a hint of depreciating laughter.

"You protected Hugh," Oswy said quietly,
"earlier today."

Leofwine looked at him with surprise and
pleasure, "You noticed? So. You're not so stupid as you seem."

"But will you?"

"Yes." There was a slight roughness to
Leofwine's deep voice which was like the pull of calloused hands on
silk, a catch that made it seem modest, unsure. "If I can. But
remember, I am Lord Sulien's knight, I do what he says."

Oswy half rose from his stool, wincing at the
sudden movement. He gaped at the man, aghast that he had been
betrayed into such familiarity, and he thrust his fist into his
mouth. It tasted strange.

"You're a knight?"

Leofwine laughed, ruefully; "I had hoped it
was plain."

"But you can't be," Oswy mumbled in
self-defense. "Leofwine's a Sceafn name. The Sceafn knights died,
in the invasion."

"Most died," Leofwine agreed, bitterly. "But
some, by luck, or treachery, or sheer unimportance were spared.
Their daughters married Holmr lords, and their sons became squires
to the invaders, and hence knights." He bowed his head briefly, and
when he looked up it was with masklike calm, masklike
resignation.

"We are conquered," he said flatly. "We must
learn to live with it."

Oswy's tact rose to the occasion. "But you're
doing all this work..." he said apologetically, trying to turn the
man's thoughts, and his own away from the familiar oppression.

"As for that," the knight smiled again, "I
believe the last lord killed every soul in this manor, one way or
another, so we must shift for ourselves."

He brought over the bundle of cloth he had
been smoothing; a tunic of fine-woven wool. The dense indigo dye
had faded over the tunic shoulders to a pale gray-blue, and in
places the wool had worn thin as gauze. There was a dark band
around cuffs, collar and hem where strips of embroidery had been
removed. Oswy shrank away from it in dread.

"I'm not wearing that. It's his. It's got his
shadow on it."

Leofwine looked at him sternly, "You'll wear
what you're given." Dragging Oswy to his feet, he forced the
clothes over the boy's head. "There," he said, "That's not so bad
is it?"

"It's got his shadow on it," Oswy repeated,
sullenly. "I don't want it."

"I don't know what you mean." Leofwine rolled
up the sleeves until Oswy's hands showed, looking down on him with
annoyance. "But what if it has? Are you too grand to wear cast-off
clothes?" His voice shaded from irritation into anger. "Or is it
just my Lord you're objecting to?"

Oswy quailed and abandoned the point. "Do I
get a belt?"

"No," said Leofwine shortly. "There is more
than one way of escape from a manor."

They returned to the dungeon, the knight
picking a torch from a sconce along the way. The short autumn day
was over and the passageways dark. Cold air blew down the stairway
from the levels above, stirring Oswy's damp hair. "I don't want to
go back down here," he said. "Why can't I go upstairs where I was
before?"

Leofwine stopped, looked down severely. "You
brought this on yourself, Oswy. You were trusted to stay, to behave
sensibly, and you betrayed that. Now we know we can't trust you we
must lock you up - for your own protection, as well as to retain
three calves worth of property. The only room with a lock is in the
dungeon. So that's where you're going. You might be thankful we're
not throwing you in the pit."

"I won't try and run away again," lied Oswy,
quickly. "Not in the dark. I promise."

Leofwine swung open the door of the cell. It
had been cleaned and the old straw taken away. The packed earth
floor was visible, with no hiding place for the rats, and gaps in
the wall through which they might crawl had been blocked up. There
was a pallet and a couple of blankets in one corner, a tinderbox
and two tallow candles, one lit, in the niche in the wall.

"As you can see," said Leofwine, "you have
nothing to complain about. Why not stop and think on that for a
while."

With a gentle pressure on Oswy's salved and
padded back he pushed him into the room, and then shut and locked
the door. Oswy stood and listened to him walk away. Only when it
was absolutely silent outside did he go and sit down on the
bed.

Was that it, he wondered, a mild rebuke from
a man who had worried about his safety? Was that all the punishment
he was to get? It didn't make sense.

No. They were obviously waiting, waiting
until he felt secure, so it would be even worse when it came. Who
knew, in witchcraft? Perhaps today was just the wrong phase of the
moon to murder a boy.

He lay down reluctantly and pulled the covers
over himself, feeling heavy and stupid with fatigue. Snatches of
this evening's conversation and Fulk's story floated in a garbled
jumble through his head. The candle still burned tawny as a setting
sun; there was a nimbus around it like the halo of a saint.

'The tiniest light can overcome great
darkness, and one spark from the steel can become a great blaze.'
Words from a sermon, little regarded at the time, now suddenly came
to Oswy new-born and strangely comforting. He pulled one of his
long sleeves over his face and wept into it, hiding from the pain
and confusion of the world. The wool was soft and warm. Almost
without noticing it Oswy fell asleep.

He dreamed, but it was not his dream. The
nightmare stole up on him as he slept, he felt it coming and tossed
on the mattress, but he could not shake it off.

This time he was the boy whose ghost he had
spoken to, and he was upstairs again hanging by his chained wrists
from a hook in the wall. Oswy tried to shut out the sensation,
remember who he was, but he could not. The dream was too vivid and
the boy's thoughts too strong: His back was bleeding, pain, hardly
bearable, forcing little whimpers of protest out of him. He was
still determined. He would not scream; he would not scream. Let the
bastard do what he will, he would not scream.

The flail curled around his shoulders and
neck, one thong whipping across his face, cutting into cheek and
lips, narrowly missing his eye. He cried out, he couldn't help it,
and his master gave a little sigh of pleasure. Fury bore him
painless through the next few strokes. He wrenched again at the
chain, strove again against his master's power - the effort left
him shaking, and it did no good. It never did any good.

Blood had begun to run from his back,
trickling, tickling down to his bare feet. In his moments of sanity
he felt it, but those moments were getting briefer, leaving him
isolated in the dark world of his pain. He was close to fainting,
and he longed for it, but without hope. It was too much to ask
for.

The sound of the flail hitting the ground
made his heart stop for dread. He could hardly breathe for it, as
though every evil ever dreamed would come upon him at the next
breath.

"Please," he prayed silently, "please not
again. Please."

Then he was lifted and flung onto the floor,
hitting the cold stone hard. He tried to get up, to get away, but
the man pinned him down with practiced ease and bent down over him
to lick at the blood on his face. He knew what was coming next - he
writhed in the man's cruel grasp. Then, as he had never done in
waking life, he screamed for it to stop. It did not.

Oswy woke, his own throat hoarse from
yelling. It was pitch dark in the little cell. He grabbed his
blankets and pulled them tight around him. His body was stiff and
numb with fear while his heart hammered.

"Bastard!" the boy's angry litany echoed in
his head, "Pox-ridden, nithing bastard! Fraecuth, cifesboren,
slaveson bastard!"

The anger sustained Oswy for a while, but it
was not his own anger and when it ebbed he found himself shaking.
He crawled down into his bed and lay there, too appalled even to
cry. The night dragged on, deep silence all around him, and
gradually the dream faded. He was still too afraid to move, but he
began to
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