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Lleland Seaton: Master of Philosophy; father was killed by a dragon when he was six

Anabel Seaton: Lleland’s mother

Edith: Lleland’s sister

Alan: Edith’s husband

Aaron Drake: Master of the dragons; powerful dragon whose father was killed by humans; married to Keira

Keira Drake: Aaron’s human wife

Zachary (Zach) Drake: Aaron and Keira’s son; Lydia’s twin brother and a student in Lleland’s philosophy class

Lydia Drake: Aaron and Keira’s daughter, and Zach’s twin sister 

Anna Brant: Keira’s sister

Max Brant: A member of Aaron’s clan who helped Aaron defeat Jack; married to Anna

Jack: A black dragon that terrorized Civitas until being killed by Aaron

Zachary Drake: Aaron’s father. Not to be confused with Zach, Aaron’s son

Eleanor Drake: Aaron’s mother

Richard Carver: Keira and Anna’s father

Syngen Gail: King Terran’s ambassador to Civitas; kidnapped Keira during the war against Terran; was raised by a dragon father

Edmund Hobbes: A young man who expected to marry Keira; kidnapped Anna before she was rescued by Aaron; was killed by the dragon

Matthew Hobbes: Edmund’s younger brother

Thomas: Aaron’s steward 

Favian Drake: Aaron’s cousin

Cathryn Drake: Favian’s wife

Will Drake: Cathryn and Favian’s son
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Chapter 1
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Lleland Seaton, Master of Philosophy, closed his book and placed it atop the pile of papers on his desk. Leaning back in his chair, he stared out through the window. The glass was uneven, distorting the view of the gardens beyond which were damp from the steady drizzle that had fallen all morning. The rain had finally stopped, and reaching over his desk, Lleland lifted the latch and pushed the window open, allowing the fresh, rain-clean air to flow in and drive away the stale mustiness of his chamber. A breeze stirred his papers, and a shaft of light, breaking through the clouds, shimmered on the gold lettering of the book on the desk: Aristotelis De Caelo: On the Heavens, by Aristotle. Lleland gathered his papers and rose to his feet. It was early afternoon, and the first class of the semester was about to begin. His students would already be gathered to hear Aristotle’s work read aloud and the lecture that would follow. Grabbing his cape and cap, Lleland headed out the door.

As he walked, Lleland glanced over his list of students. He already knew most of them: fine young men who had proven their commitment to the rigorous training offered at Kings College. It was a prestigious university, and many vied for one of the coveted spots, although only the most conscientious were awarded a place. The students in Lleland’s class had already received their Bachelor’s degree in Arts, and were about to embark on the next stage of training to earn their Master’s, as Lleland himself had done some years before. Out of the ten students, two were new: Thomas Bell and Zachary Drake. They must have already earned their Bachelors elsewhere: St Mary’s, perhaps, or Eastbridge. The name Drake seemed familiar, and Lleland turned it over in his mind as he walked down the stairs to the ground floor. 

“Bonum mane, Magister.” 

“Bonum mane,” Lleland muttered absent-mindedly to the student on the stairs. Latin was the only language allowed within the college precincts, whether it be in classrooms, the dining hall, or chambers, and an infraction could earn the guilty party a fine, or even an expulsion. He reached the bottom of the stairs, still searching his memory for the name Drake, and then put the matter out of his mind as he followed the passage towards the classroom.

No sound came from behind the door as Lleland approached, and he smiled to himself. Clearly, the students were heeding the Dean’s admonishment made that morning in the opening assembly to behave like “young ladies, with dignity and propriety, refraining from laughter, murmurs and hissing at their Masters.” Lleland stepped into the room and glanced around. Two rows of narrow wooden benches faced the small desk at the front of the room. The walls were bare, except for the window that overlooked the college gardens. It was closed, of course, since the sounds of the outside world might prove too distracting for serious scholarship. 

The students, young men ranging in age from eighteen to twenty, turned their attention to Lleland as he surveyed them. His gaze slid over those he recognized, but stopped on the two newcomers for a moment to take their measure. The first man glanced up, his eyebrows lifting as he took in Lleland’s form. With his youthful appearance and large, muscular stature, Lleland did not fit the mould of a typical scholar, and he was used to the expressions of surprise. He turned to the second newcomer. Light-brown eyes, almost golden in color, met Lleland’s, and he stiffened as their gazes locked. There was something unsettling in this student’s gaze, and Lleland had the uncanny feeling that he was the one being measured. Turning away, he stalked to his desk. “State nomen tuum.” 

One by one the students rose and gave their names as Lleland marked them against his list: Henry Baxter; Aubrey Ferrier; Simon Mortimer; Zachary Drake. Drake was the student with the golden eyes, and Lleland watched as he stood. He was tall, taller even than Lleland, who usually topped his students and colleagues by a few inches. Drake was also lean, but Lleland knew that only a fool would think that indicated a lack of strength. The man exuded power and confidence. Lleland frowned and returned his attention to his list as the students continued to state their names.

The class ended two hours later, and Lleland rushed from the room to a meeting in the Dean’s office, where he spent the rest of the afternoon. It was only after supper had been served to students and staff at six o’clock that Lleland finally had a moment to reflect on his class. He had sat next to Rutherford, Master of Divinity, during the meal, and asked Rutherford what he knew of the new students. Rutherford only knew them by name, but he had revealed one important piece of information. Drake’s father had contributed a large sum of money to the college to ensure that his son was given a private chamber. This was interesting news, since as a matter of policy all students were expected to share with at least one other student, so that “they did not become accustomed to private solitude and reflection, but rather had the opportunity at all times to share their insights and learnings.”

So the Drakes were a wealthy family but jealous of their privacy, Lleland mused as he sat in his chamber later that night, his daybook open on his desk. He turned the name over in his mind again. Drake. There was definitely something familiar about it – something that played around the edges of his memory, but what, he could not quite capture. Ah, well. It would come to him in due course. He turned his attention back to his diary and completed his notes for the day. 

A few hours had passed by the time Lleland made his way to his bed, the light from the candle casting shifting shadows along the wall. His chambers consisted of two small rooms – the first with a desk and chair beneath the window, a small shelf stacked with books, and a bench in the corner; while the second had a narrow bed, a table with a ewer and basin, and a chest where his clothes were stored. A small three-legged stool completed the furnishings. He placed the candle on the floor, a few inches away from the wooden bed. The mattress was stuffed with straw, and a single spark would be enough to make it go up in flames. A thick fur covered the mattress, over which was spread a quilt, made for him by his mother, and as he lay down, he said a short prayer for her health and well-being, before snuffing out the light and closing his eyes.

Fires were not allowed in private chambers, and Lleland pulled the quilt closer as he slept. A monster was stalking the edge of his dreams – a creature of the night that had long been held at bay, but was now determined to haunt Lleland once more. Outside his window the long, solemn cry of an owl broke through the silence, and the beast drew a little closer. Danger tracked Lleland as he slept, and he tossed restlessly through his dreams. 

It was warm in the early summer sunshine, and Lleland looked up at Father as they walked along the streets of the city. There was no-one as strong or brave as Father, and the boy was proud to be at his side. They were on a secret mission to find the tortoiseshell comb that Mother had seen the previous day in the market. It would be a gift for her birthday. Lleland was excited to be part of the secret. Only six years old, there were not many things he knew that his mother did not. Usually, his parents were trying to keep secrets hidden from him. Secrets like the dragon that had been terrorizing the city. But Mother and Father were unable to prevent the older neighborhood children from frightening the younger ones with stories of the monstrous beast that stalked the streets from above. Lleland glanced up as they walked, but saw no horrible creatures. He still drew closer to Father, and Father wrapped a calloused hand around the boy’s shoulder. As long as Father was with him, there was nothing to fear.

When the dragon plunged from the sky, there was no warning. One moment the sun had been shining kindly on them, and the next, huge wings, black and terrible, blocked the light, casting the street into shadow as the beast landed on the hard dirt road a few feet away. People screamed and ran in terror, but the dragon blocked all escape for father and son. As black as the darkest night, from the dangerous horns that rose from its skull to the long, spiky tail that swished across the ground, it was truly a terrible sight to behold. Orange flames spewed from its mouth and licked along the dry ground, burning leaves and refuse which smoldered into ashes. 

Lleland stared in horror, unable to move, until rough hands grabbed him and sent him flying through the air. “Leave my son be,” Father shouted at the dragon. “Take me.” Lleland slammed into an abandoned cart, his shoulder catching the rim of the wheel, before he slipped between the spokes. A nail tore his skin and a searing pain shot through his arm, but he clamped his lips against the cry that threatened to spill out. He would not be a baby. Blood poured from the open wound, and tears sprang into his eyes. A sob broke free and he squeezed his eyes shut against the panic that was settling in. When he opened them again, the dragon was looking at him, an amused expression on its beastly countenance. “Please,” Father pleaded, “spare the boy.” 

The dragon turned back to Father. “Why? You would both be a tasty treat, and young flesh is always more tender.”

“He’s just a child. My only son. You’ve feasted in the city for days, so you can easily spare this one.” Lleland stared at Father in confusion. What did he mean, asking the dragon to spare him? Spare him from what? 

“Your only son, hmm? And how will he feel, watching his father die?” 

“Father?” Lleland said.

“Lleland! Run! Get away from here!” 

“Enough!” Flames lit the air as the dragon roared. “I’ll spare the boy,” it said, “but he’ll watch as I kill you.” 

“No! Spare him that!” 

“Spare his life! Spare him suffering! Enough of your whining, human. You make me reconsider.” 

“Close your eyes, son,” Father shouted. “You’re the man of the house now.” Lleland wrenched himself free of the wheel, ignoring the searing pain, and stumbling to his feet, ran towards his father.

“Father!” he screamed.

“No!” Father cried out. A heavy claw caught Lleland across the chest, the thick talons ripping his flesh, and sent him sprawling against the cart once more as blood poured from the gash. The dragon swung back and crashed his claws into Father’s back. He staggered and fell to his knees, his eyes on Lleland, imploring him to look away. The beast’s tail whipped around, smashing into Father and flinging him to the ground. Father cried out, but the sound was quickly cut off as talons swiped over his neck, staining the street with a spray of blood. 

The dragon sank its claws into Father’s belly and ripped as a sickening sound filled the air. Entrails spilled onto the street as Lleland finally dragged his terrified gaze away. A sob rose in his chest and caught in his throat as he pressed his face against the rough planks of the cart. He could hear the dragon growling as it ripped his father apart, and he tried to block his ears as his stomach heaved convulsively, but the sounds continued unabated as the tears drenched Lleland’s tunic.

Lleland woke with a start, his heart racing furiously as tears streamed down his cheeks. The quilt was wrapped around him like a rope, and he tugged at it with a shaking hand, loosening its hold. The damp bedclothes made him shiver. His throat was raw, and he knew he must have screamed in his sleep, but no footsteps could be heard running towards his chamber. He could feel the ache in his shoulder from the nail, and the pain in his chest where it had been ripped by a dragon’s claws, but it was just the remnants of the dream. These wounds had long since healed. 

Nearly thirty years had passed since that terrible day when Father was killed, and as a child Lleland had suffered from nightmares, waking sobbing night after night. As he learned to channel his fear and anger, the dreams had slowly subsided, and it had been a long time since the monster had shown itself. Something had brought the creature to the fore, and Lleland knew what it was. Drake. The dragon-slayer. He was surprised he hadn’t immediately recognized the name, since it was a Drake that had killed the beast. Lleland had never met the dragon-slayer, but when he ran his sword through the heart of the creature, killing him and ridding the city of the monster, his name had been on everyone’s lips, passed along the streets and around the marketplace, until even the smallest child could name their savior. Aaron Drake.

Lleland lay back against the quilt, trying to recover his breath. The latch on his window rattled as the wind blew against the glass panes. The new moon cast little light, and outside the window the sky was a relentless sea of black. Lleland stared into the darkness as his heart finally slowed its frantic beating, and the nausea in his belly began to subside.
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Lleland peered through the mist, narrowing his eyes as he focused on the painted post a hundred paces away. The sun had not yet risen, making it harder to see the four-inch-wide marker. He shifted his hand on the grip of his longbow and pulled the string back to his cheek, keeping the arrow loose between his fingers. The bow, made from the finest quality yew, resisted the draw, but Lleland had spent years training on this weapon, and his muscles easily overcame the bow’s resistance. He closed his eyes and shifted slightly to account for the faint stirring of a breeze, before opening his eyes again and letting his arrow fly. He reached for another and nocked it on the string, releasing it as the first found its mark. Six arrows sprang from the bow, and six soft thuds were heard as they hit the wooden stake. Lleland strode forward to examine his work, and grunted when he saw the six arrows in the post. Five were clustered around the thin red line that cut across the wood, but the sixth had hit near the base, away from the others. Lleland collected the arrows and measured out a hundred and fifty paces. On the horizon a faint smudge of light was growing, but cloud blotted out the sun, draining the color from the dawn landscape. The ground beneath Lleland’s boots was slick from the rain that had fallen overnight, and his breath hung in the cool damp air. 

It was Sunday morning, the one day of the week that staff and students were free to follow their own pursuits following the pre-dawn service in the college chapel. Lleland had left the city and headed into the countryside, where the wide open fields provided an ideal place to hone his skill with the bow. The field and the forest which bordered it were all crown land, but commoners were tolerated, as long as they refrained from poaching, and other archers used the land to practise their skills as well. But on this silent dawn Lleland was alone, the distant church bells tolling the hour the only sound. 

The first time Lleland had picked up a bow and arrow was just a year after his father’s death. It had been nothing more than a child’s toy, but with childish determination he had taught himself how to use the simple weapon. Each day, following his chores, he took his little bow and the sharpened sticks that served as arrows, and made his way to the green in front of the church where he tormented the cheeky squirrels and noisy blackbirds, using them as targets. Other neighborhood children had joined him at first, but they soon wearied of the game and wandered away, leaving Lleland alone. He didn’t mind – serious and determined, he wasn’t interested in the games of other children, and he grew used to his own company. Even Mother was too busy and weary to give him more than cursory attention. Only little Edith, barely more than a toddler, stayed with him, happy to play in the mud while he followed his own pursuits. 

For the most part, the adults who hurried past the green gave Lleland little attention, but there was one man who would pause in his passage and watch young Lleland for a moment before continuing on his way. The man was not known to him, and Lleland paid no attention to this silent witness of his progress. Almost a year had passed when the man first approached him.

“Hey lad.” The man towered over Lleland, with broad shoulders and arms as thick as beams. “That’s a mighty small bow you have there. What do you plan to do with it?” 

Lleland turned and stared defiantly at the man. “I’m going to be an archer!” 

“Planning on going to war, are you?” the man said with a chuckle.

“No! I’m going to kill some dragons.” 

The man was standing before the sun, and Lleland did not see the change in his expression, but he noticed the man’s form suddenly stiffen. “Dragons, eh? Not easy creatures to kill. Many have tried, but few have succeeded.”

“Aaron Drake killed a dragon.” 

The man nodded. “So he did.” He took a step closer. “You’re going to need something bigger than that little bow if you want to follow in his footsteps. You need a longbow.” 

“A longbow?” 

“Aye. But you’ll need to build some strength in that puny chest of yours. I can help you, if you want.” 

“You’ll teach me to use a longbow?” Longbows were huge weapons, as tall as a man, made with the strongest wood in the forest. It took a massive amount of strength to draw one – strength that took years to build.

“I will lad, as long as you’re prepared to do all I tell you, and not question my methods. Think you can do that?” 

“Yes,” Lleland breathed.

“You’ll also have to work at it every day. I can show you what to do, but you must practice whenever you find a few spare moments.” 

Lleland was astounded. “But I can’t use a longbow at home!” 

The man laughed. “You’re not going to. Using the bow will only come after many years. In the meantime you need to build those muscles.” 

“How?” 

“With this.” The man held his staff towards Lleland. “This is a quarterstaff. You’re going to learn to fight with your own.” 

“With a stick?” Lleland said scornfully.

“In the right hands this stick can become a dangerous weapon, lad. It’ll also build your strength so you can use a longbow. Are you prepared to learn with this, or am I wasting my time with you?” 

Lleland stared at the man, then back at the staff in his hand. It was an inch and a half thick, straight as an arrow and taller than Lleland. “That will help me kill dragons?” 

“If you work hard and train diligently.”

Lleland thought about that for a moment. “All right.” 

The man ruffled the top of Lleland’s head. “Good lad,” he said. “My name’s Grimald. You can call me Grim.” 

Grim lived outside of the city, in a small stone cottage in the center of the woods. As King’s Verderer, he looked after the forest, cutting back deadwood, counting the herds of deer that ranged through the forest, and tracking down poachers. The next day, Grim sought and gained the permission of Lleland’s mother to take him beyond the city gates for a few hours. When they reached the forest, he instructed the lad to help him find branches that would be suitable as a quarterstaff. 

“About one inch thick, five feet long and as straight as a line,” he said.

It had taken most of the morning, but eventually they had found three that satisfied Grim. “We’ll strap them together to straighten them,” Grim explained, “and they must dry out. In the meantime you can help me build a fence.” Lleland had started to protest, but one look from Grim made him hold his tongue. 

And so it was that each day, Lleland left the city and hurried to the cottage in the forest. For six weeks he dug, sawed and hammered the posts of a new fence, until one day Grim deemed that the rods they had collected were dry enough to be unbound. Lleland watched as Grim carefully removed the straps and inspected each staff, discarding one as too bent and a second as too brittle. The third, however, met with approval, and he handed it to Lleland, who received it as though it was the most precious item in the world. Bidding Lleland rise, he showed the boy how to balance the weight of the staff on his open hand, and the next stage of training began.

Day after day, Lleland had to balance the staff on his open palm as he twisted from his waist and slowly turned this way and that. The twist became a full rotation which increased in speed as he learned to maintain the balance of the staff. When Lleland was able to bend and circle without dropping his rod, Grim showed him how to place one hand at the quarter mark, the other at the half mark, and using the strength of his arms and momentum of the staff, turn it into a dangerous weapon. For hour upon hour he spun, hit and parried against his mortal enemy, the tree stump. More than a year passed before Grim deemed him ready to progress to a longbow. Lleland had chafed against the delay, but when Grim handed him his first longbow, made to his size, he was able to draw back the string without his muscles trembling at the effort. 

When Lleland was twelve, Grim left to go to war. It was eighteen months before he returned, dirty and unkempt. 

“I was taken by King Terran,” Grim explained when Lleland asked why he had been gone so long. The war had ended almost a year before, with the death of King Alfred.

“You were captured?” 

“I was.” 

“Were you locked in a dungeon?” 

Grim looked amused. “No. I was set to rebuilding one of the town walls destroyed by our army. I’d still be there now, but found a way to escape. That was just the start of my problems, however, since I had to avoid the patrols that roamed the countryside. I would’ve been back months ago if I could’ve taken the road. Instead, I skirted through forests and across the mountains, until I finally reached home.” 

“What was it like, fighting a war?” Lleland wanted to know. “I heard Terran’s men are cruel and vicious.” 

But Grim had shaken his head. “They’re men, like you and me,” he said. Lleland frowned as he considered that. “There were plenty of skirmishes,” Grim continued, “but the two armies only faced each other a few times before the king and his brother were both dead.” 

“Was the king killed in battle?” 

“Assassinated. They say it was done by Terran, but there are others who whisper that the king was killed by his own brother.” 

“Prince Rupert? Why?” 

“No idea, lad. And I don’t suppose we’ll ever learn the truth of the matter, so there’s no point wondering.” He picked up his staff. “Now show me you haven’t forgotten how to use this.” 

At the age of thirteen, Lleland could hit a target at sixty yards, pulling the bow taut against his cheek. At fifteen, his range had increased to a hundred and thirty yards, and by the time he was eighteen, he could hit his target at two hundred and fifty yards, matching Grim’s range.

“Why do you want to kill dragons?” Grim had asked Lleland one day. They were sitting outside the cottage, stripping branches to make new arrows. Grim lifted one to his eye and squinted down the shaft as he waited for Lleland’s reply.

Lleland bit his lip to stop his sudden trembling, his gaze on the ground. “You know my father was killed by a dragon,” he said.

“Aye.” Grim was silent a moment. “My niece was killed by the monster, too.”

“Your niece? I didn’t know that!”

“She was only eleven years of age. She was my sister’s, and I loved her like my own.” 

Lleland stared at him. “How can you be so calm? Don’t you want to kill the monsters?” 

Grim glanced up at him, then returned his attention to the arrow he was examining. “Aye, I do. But what good will wishing do?” 

Lleland threw down his own arrow and started pacing. “You might not care, but I want to kill every single dragon that dares to walk our land. That ... that monster,” he spat, “killed my father, and then made me watch as it ripped him apart. Even when I looked away, I could hear everything!” Turning to the bench, he kicked it violently, sending it flying. “It should have been me that killed that beast.” 

Grim nodded. “You’ll have your chance. But not like this.” 

“Not like this? What does that mean?” Lleland’s voice rose. “I’m training every day! Honing my strength! I listen to your instructions and do as you say, and now you tell me ‘not like this!’”

Grim placed the arrow he was sharpening on the ground and looked up at Lleland. “Get your staff.” 

“What?” 

“Get your staff.” Grim rose to his feet and stalked towards Lleland. “Show me how ready you are to kill the dragon.” 

Lleland’s staff was leaning against the wall of the cottage, and he seized it in his hand as Grim tightened his grip on his own.

“Why do you hate dragons?” Grim said. He brought up his staff. “You say you’re going to kill them, but you’re like a child, kicking the bench in a fit of anger. What good will that do when you’re faced with a dragon?”

“I’m not a child!” Lleland lifted his staff. “I’ll kill every dragon I see.” 

“Show me. Show me how you’ll kill the monsters.” 

“Like this,” Lleland yelled. He pulled back his arm and swung at Grim.

Grim stepped back easily. “Why do you want to kill dragons?”

“Because a dragon killed my father,” Lleland shouted, swinging the staff above his head and dropping down low, aiming for Grim’s legs. Grim spun out of the way. 

“Killed your father, like they did my Liza. The monster ripped them apart, didn’t it?” 

“Yes!” Lleland leaped forward, twisting the staff through the air and bringing it down towards Grim’s back. Grim dropped to his haunches and met the blow. 

“The monster ripped them apart then ate them limb by limb, didn’t it?” Grim panted slightly, but his voice was calm.

“Yes!” Lleland screamed. “I hate dragons and will kill them all!” He struck again, and Grim’s staff slid beneath his raised arm, striking him on the ribs. He fell back, then lunged once more. His staff connected forcefully with Grim’s, slipped from his grasp and went sailing through the air. He ran towards it, but was caught short when Grim blocked his path. 

“What are you doing?” Lleland spat.

“You’re filled with anger, lad, and anger can be a good friend or a bad enemy. At the moment, it’s your enemy, controlling you. At the moment your anger makes you as effective against a dragon as a maid would be. You must learn to control it so it can become your friend.” He pointed at Lleland’s staff lying on the ground. “You lost your staff, and I landed a blow on your ribs that you easily should have parried. But you were blinded by your rage.” 

Lleland ran his fingers over his chest, feeling his ribs. “That was painful,” he said.

Grim grinned. “Of course it was.” He placed his staff against the wall and sat down, picking up the arrow he had been working on. “It isn’t physical prowess that’ll enable you to kill a dragon, lad. Many have tried and failed. It’s what’s up here that matters.” Grim tapped his forehead with one end of the half-finished arrow. “Dragons are wily and shrewd – as clever as any hunter. You must be focused and smart so you can outwit them. Only then do you stand a chance of success. Use your anger as a tool. As you train, raise the staff in your hand and think about what you wish to fight. Imagine your enemy. Tell yourself how much you hate it. Think about it ripping your father apart. Don’t push the memories away. Embrace them until they no longer have the power to hurt you.” Grim ran a finger down the shaft of the arrow, then laid it on the bench. “Let your anger motivate you,” he continued, “but don’t let it control you. And then imagine yourself killing the dragon, calmly and intentionally. Consider how you’ll evaluate your enemy and discover its weaknesses. Think about the people who’ll be saved when the monster is dead. Think about the love you had for your father. And face the dragon.” 

Lleland fell onto the bench and dropped his head in his hands. “I don’t think I can.” 

“You can,” Grim said. “You must. Or find a new goal. Because you’ll never succeed if you cannot control what you feel.” 

Lleland remembered the lesson now as he notched another arrow. He closed his eyes for a moment and allowed the pain which was never far away to wash over him. The memory of his father pleading for his life made his eyes sting, and his stomach clenched at the horror of his death. He breathed in deeply, then slowly exhaled, gathering the pain into a cold shaft of anger. He opened his eyes and released the arrow. He glanced at the post. A perfect shot.

The memories of Grim continued to race through Lleland’s mind as he sent his arrows to their target. It was because of Grim that he’d become so skilled with the bow, but he probably wouldn’t even have picked up the weapon if Father had not been killed by a dragon. Instead, he would have followed in his footsteps and at the age of thirteen, apprenticed as a mason. Father had been a Master Mason, and his skills had been well sought after. He would have ensured that Lleland received the best possible training. Lleland had watched as the neighborhood boys started their life in trade, sullenly trailing after their fathers each morning. Would he have been that reluctant to learn, he wondered? Occasionally a father and son would walk by in animated conversation, and Lleland would feel envy well up as the father ruffled his boy’s hair, or laid a hand on his shoulder. A knot would form in his stomach as he was reminded, yet again, that he would never again experience the affection of his father, and his hand would tighten around the staff that he always kept near until it ached. 

The sun was rising behind the blanket of cloud, but it did little to dispel the mist and gloom. Lleland shot the last arrow in his quiver, watching with satisfaction as it hit the mark, before collecting and carefully stowing them so as not to damage the fletchings. As he walked across the open field in the direction of the city gate, he glanced over his shoulder, imagining Grim standing beneath the trees. He had last seen him five years before. Grim had been shot by a poacher, and the wound had turned septic, poisoning the blood. He had died slowly and painfully, and Lleland had sat at his bedside for much of the time. In the last day he had drifted in and out of consciousness, but before he fell asleep for the last time, he had beckoned Lleland to come closer. 

“Keep a hold of your anger,” he rasped. He fell back against the pillows for a moment, but when Lleland started to speak, he held up his hand feebly. “It must serve both of us, now. Allow it to lead you to the monsters, and then kill them all. I’m counting on you.” 
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Lleland strode across the cobbled street and turned into the mirey lane that ran alongside the river and past the docks. His destination was the home of his mother, Anabel Seaton. Lleland and his sister Edith had both been born in the narrow townhouse on Tottley Alley, and when Father died, Anabel had refused to leave, insisting she could find a way to earn the rent money, until finally the landlord relented and allowed her to stay. 

Widowed in her late twenties, she was still a pretty woman when Father died, and more than one man had sought her hand. But despite being in the tenuous position of having to earn her own keep and support two young children, she had refused all offers. Instead, she took in mending and sewing jobs, often working long hours by the dim light of a single candle to earn a few pennies. It had been just enough to keep the landlord satisfied and hunger at bay, but the hard work had taken its toll on Anabel. Nowadays it was Lleland who paid the rent from the meager income he earned at the university, and his hunting skills put food on her table.

As Lleland rounded the corner into Tottley Alley, he saw Anabel hurrying from the opposite direction in her best Sunday gown, her hand on her head to keep her veil secure. Her hand flew to her mouth when she caught sight of him, and he smiled wryly when she hastened her step. 

“Oh, dear!” she said. “You’re here already. Martha Turham would not stop talking, even when I told her I had to make haste.” She glanced down the road. “And Edith will be here soon, too, with a brood of hungry children.” 

“Stop fretting, Mother,” Lleland said gently.

“I’m not fretting!” She glanced up at him. “But the dinner is probably ruined! I told Eve to tend to it while I was gone, but she can be so careless!” 

“The dinner will be fine,” Lleland said, linking his arm into hers and leading her towards the door. Eve, the serving maid who helped Anabel with the household chores, was quite capable of handling the meal. In her mid-twenties, she had ably served Anabel for the past ten years.

“Yes, yes, of course. But the children will be here soon, and I wanted everything ready and I slept so poorly last night ...” She quickly covered her mouth with her hand as she turned anxious eyes towards Lleland. 

“You couldn’t sleep?” Lleland could see the signs of her troubled night – red rimmed eyes, and dark rings beneath.

Anabel looked away. “Just restless. Don’t worry about me, dear.” 

“Are you having bad dreams again?” 

They reached the door, and Anabel pulled her arm from Lleland’s as she stepped into the house. “I need to check the dinner. Edith will be here soon. I’m surprised she isn’t already!”

Lleland watched as she bustled into the kitchen, undoing the ties of her cloak as she went. She disappeared into a haze of steam as Lleland turned towards the parlor. 

In the corner was a small table with a single book. It had been Father’s, and there wasn’t a day that went by when Anabel did not sit down with it and carefully open the page to where Father had written the names of their children. She couldn’t read the letters, but she knew which name was which. 

Lleland opened the book and examined his father’s writing, as he had many times before. Each letter had been carefully written by someone unused to holding a pen. But Father had been able to read and write, and Lleland could remember sitting at his feet, listening to him recite from this one precious volume. It was a rare thing to possess a book, and little Lleland had thought his father owned the only one in the entire world. It wasn’t until after Father’s death, when he stumbled upon the Abbey library, that he realized that wasn’t the case. He smiled at the recollection. 

Mother had sent him to the Abbey to deliver a package, and he had come across Brother Amos sitting at a desk, lit by a single candle, writing with a quill. He had stared at the shelves of books that lined the room, before turning his gaze on the man as he scratched his markings on a piece of parchment. He watched for a few minutes until Brother Amos finally lifted his head from the sheet and noticed him for the first time.

“Ah, Lleland, is it? Do you want to see what I’m doing?” Lleland nodded, and walked hesitantly to the man’s side. “I’m writing down words,” Brother Amos continued. “Do you know what words are?” 

Lleland frowned. His mother sometimes spoke about right words and wrong words. “Things we say,” he finally replied.

“Correct. Look, each word is spelled with letters. And each letter has a name. G. O. D. God. When you join the letters, and then the words, you have a story.” He pointed out more letters, naming each one, then joined them to form each word. “Was; word; in; sun; moon.” 

Lleland frowned as Brother Amos spoke, then pointed to another word. “M ... ma.” His eyes were screwed in concentration. “Man.” 

“Yes!” Brother Amos beamed. “You’re a quick learner! How old are you, boy?” 

“Nine.” 

“Nine, hmm? Very good. Now give me your package and run along home.”

Lleland did as he was told, and forgot about the incident until two days later when Brother Amos appeared at their door. “Brother Amos, what a surprise!” Mother wiped her hands nervously on her apron as she gestured for the man to enter. “Can I offer you some wine?” 

“No, Mistress, but thank you. I wish to speak to you about your son.” 

“Lleland?” Mother’s eyes darted to where he stood in the corner. “What’s he done?” 

“He hasn’t done anything, Mistress. But I’ve noticed that he’s a bright young lad. What are your plans for his future?” 

Mother pulled back slightly in surprise. “His future? Well ... I ... I suppose he’ll become a mason like his father.” 

“If your husband still lived, Mistress, that would almost certainly be the case. But who will train him? Do you know someone who will take him on as an apprentice?” He leaned forward. “Without his father, his opportunities are limited, Mistress. I’m sorry to distress you, but you must see the truth of what I’m saying.” 

Lleland saw with surprise that tears were gathering in Mother’s eyes. He stepped forward. “Don’t worry, Mother,” he said. “I’m going to be an archer.”

“An archer, eh?” said Brother Amos, leaning back in his seat. “And what will you fight?” 

“Dragons,” Lleland said. Anabel drew in a shuddering breath. 

“No,” she whispered. “Brother Amos is right. You need a future.” She turned back to the priest. “What are you suggesting?” 

“Every year the Abbey sponsors the education of boys that are intelligent and eager to learn. I believe Lleland would be an excellent candidate. We will teach him his numbers and letters, and if he chooses to continue his studies beyond that, we will provide him the opportunity to do so.” 

“He’ll learn to read and write?” 

“Yes! And more besides.” 

“I don’t want to go to school!” Lleland had seen the long faces of the boys that trudged their way to the Abbey each morning. “I want to fight!” 

“You’ll do as you’re told!” Anabel said. She turned back to the priest. “Can I think on it?” 

“Of course! But don’t take too long – there are other boys that would welcome such an opportunity.” 

“Father wouldn’t send me to school!” Lleland shouted as soon Brother Amos left the house. 

“Your father spent three years at school,” Anabel said sharply. “Where do you think he learned to read and write? And Brother Amos is right, without some learning, you have no future.” 

“But –”

“Not another word, Lleland.”

Anabel had made her decision by the next morning, and Lleland was sent to the Abbey to give Brother Amos the news. He didn’t dare disobey Mother, but he scowled as he walked, kicking the stones along the dusty road. If only Father was alive, things would have been different.

The first few months of school had been torturous for Lleland. The restrictions of the classroom chafed his spirit, and many were the days when he stared out the window, longing for the freedom to roam as he chose. As he walked to class each morning he carried his staff, and leaping from rocks and fences, fought against an imaginary foe; in the evenings, when his mother finally released him from chores, he rushed to the green to practise. The days when there was no school were spent with Grim, trailing him through the forest, or improving his skill with the bow.

But as the months passed, the letters Lleland had to learn by rote began to take on new meaning as they formed words, and then sentences. Ideas leaped from the page, leading to new thoughts, and soon Lleland was devouring the books housed in the Abbey library as though his life depended on them. Religious writings, as well as the work of Aristotle, Socrates and Plato, broadened his mind, and like a sponge, he wanted more. He learned about the celestial beings and earthly creatures, and studied algebra and geometry. He read in amazement about strange and wondrous beasts, unseen in the civilized world – animals with two heads, pygmies that walked on their hands, monsters of the deep that swallowed whole ships, and sirens that lured sailors to their deaths. When he wasn’t training his body to kill, he studied maps and trade routes plied by merchants as they skirted the end of the world, and when he was old enough, went to taverns that sailors were known to frequent to discover what he could about the lands that lay beyond his own. The sailors, coarse and ill-spoken as they were, spoke of realms filled with spices that kings were willing to give gold to acquire; lands where vines covered the hillsides, warmed by the sun all year long; places held in the grip of winter, no matter the season. Lleland eagerly recorded the accounts in his daybook, rereading them time and again; and at night, when he fell asleep, his body exhausted from its vigorous training and his mind spinning with new ideas, he had dreamt of these faraway places, of sailing across the oceans and seeing all the world’s marvels. He jealously watched the birds in the forest leaving for warmer climes each autumn, and when they returned in the spring, he wondered what they had seen on their travels. Had they tasted the sweet nectar of fragrant islands or seen the leviathan of the deep? Did they know how fortunate they were that they had wings to fly? 

His thirst for learning grew and expanded. As an adult, Lleland spent time traveling the southern reaches of the kingdom. He explored the coastal regions and fishing villages that dotted the shoreline, and marveled at the architectural wonders in the towns. He discovered artifacts left behind by ancient invaders, and traced his fingers over ruined walls, built hundreds of years before – a reminder of what had been. The scraps of knowledge that he gained left him craving more, and he expanded his travels to the west and east of the city. The only area still undiscovered was the north, where the Northern Mountains dominated both life and the landscape.

The sound of children’s laughter pulled Lleland from his musings, and he replaced the book on the table before rising to greet his sister and her family. When Father had died, Edith was just a toddler, and as the years passed, she had served as the perfect recipient for his superior wisdom and knowledge. Her willingness to sit at her brother’s feet had waned as the years passed, however, until her companions were other girls her age, whose ambitions in life were simple – to marry, manage a home and raise a family. She had accepted Alan’s proposal of marriage when she was seventeen, and despite his being nearly twice her age, the marriage had been happy and fruitful.

Edith and Alan had been in the house for just a few minutes when Eve announced that dinner was served. By the standards of simple folk it was a feast – roast pheasant, baked turnips and spiced bread. None of it was burned, as Anabel had feared, and the bird was turned to perfection. 

“Did you hear that Queen Matilda has taken another playwright under her wing?” Lleland said as Eve cleared away the plates. He caught her eye and smiled, and she blushed as she bustled from the room.

Edith kicked Lleland beneath the table. “None of us can possibly keep up with her favorites,” she said. She turned to Anabel. “Did you hear about the latest scandal involving Denton, Mother? He’s been insisting ...” she paused. “Mother, are you listening?” 

“What’s that, dear?” 

Edith shot Lleland a glance as Eve returned to the room, placing a tray of small desserts on the table.

“What about the spiced figs?” Anabel said.

“Spiced figs, mum? You said nothing about figs today, mum.” 

“I didn’t? I must have forgotten.” Her brow was furrowed. “Bring the mulled wine, then.” 

“Yes, mum.” 

Lleland watched as Eve left the room, then turned to his mother. “What’s wrong, Mother?”

“Wrong? Nothing’s wrong!” 

“You’re distracted.” 

“I’m not.” Anabel gave a little laugh. “No, no, just a little tired. The wind kept me up last night.” 

Eve returned with the wine, and Lleland allowed the matter to drop. The meal ended and they retired to the parlor as the children went outside to play, leaving the adults to their conversation. The afternoon waned, and as the light began to fail, Edith gathered up her brood. 

“Are you leaving, too?” she asked Lleland as Alan lifted her cloak around her shoulders.

“I’ll stay a little longer,” Lleland replied, placing a kiss on Edith’s cheek. She smiled, and with a wave to her mother, left the house on Alan’s arm. Lleland poured himself another glass of wine and took a seat in the parlor across from Anabel.

“What’s wrong, Mother?” he said. “You didn’t give me an answer when I asked if you were having bad dreams.” 

Anabel looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. “They started about a week ago.” Lleland leaned back in his chair with a frown. After Father’s death, Anabel’s peace had been fragile. The loss of tranquility was always accompanied by vivid and terrifying dreams. Monsters stalked her nights and stole her rest.

“Why?” he asked gently. 

The light caught the unshed tears in her eyes. “Your Father and I would have celebrated forty years last week,” she said. “I suppose he’s been in my thoughts more than usual.” She sighed. “I miss him so much, even after all this time. We should have grown old together.” Lleland’s jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed. The dragon had not just taken Father’s life, it had robbed Anabel of the love and support of a husband, and left himself and Edith without a parent. 

“The dragon is dead,” he said. “Don’t give it the power to steal your peace.” 

“Something’s going to happen, son. I can feel it in my bones.” 

“Nothing’s going to happen,” Lleland said. 

“Please, Lleland, stay away from the dragons. I know how much you long for vengeance, but I cannot lose another I love to one of those beasts.” 

Lleland sighed. “I’ll take great care to preserve my life to a ripe old age,” he said. “Please stop this fretting.” He patted her hand. “I must go, Mother, or I’ll not be fit to teach anyone tomorrow.”

She pressed her lips together and looked away. He watched her for a moment, then leaning down, kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you soon,” he said, before striding out the door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4

[image: ]


Lleland was eighteen when he killed his first dragon. It had been more chance than skill, but it had set his heart racing and fire spilling through his veins.

It had been late October, a beautiful autumnal day. The sky was a brilliant turquoise, and the leaves glowed in bright hues of red and orange. Lleland and Grim had left the city early that morning to travel into the hill country. On a fast mount, the distance could be covered in a couple of hours, and Grim had allowed Lleland to ride one of the hunters in the forest stables, kept there for the king’s hunting parties. As chief verderer, it was up to Grim to ensure the horses were always ready for the hunt, and that the hunters found their game. He had received no formal education, and his skills in reading and writing were rudimentary, but there was nothing about the forest Grim did not know. He could name every plant and bird within the 20,000-hectare forest, and track an animal through any terrain. He knew where each herd of deer was currently grazing, and noted those that were sick and injured. He could point out fox lairs and badger dens, and could name the birds in the forest by their calls. He had never married, preferring the quiet solitude of the forest, and seldom went into the city, except to deliver a monthly report to the king’s steward. It had been in pursuit of that task that he had first seen Lleland with his bow.

It was mid-morning when Grim and Lleland reached the rolling hills. They didn’t stop, but pushed their way through the valleys until Grim finally called a halt on the banks of a river. The water was sluggish, as though preparing for the cold that would soon spread its icy fingers and freeze it into place. Rocks were strewn across the river bed, some rising above the level of the water. As always, Lleland carried his weapons. They had become an extension of him, and whenever he left the city, his bow was in his hand and his sword at his side. Both he and Grim also carried a staff, and Grim led Lleland into the river. “Come lad,” he said, “show me how well you can fight on a slick, uneven surface!” Lleland followed as Grim sprang from rock to rock until they stood facing each other in the middle of the waterway, their staves extended. 

“I’ll show you, old man,” Lleland replied with a grin. He lifted his rod and struck it tentatively against Grim’s, gaining his balance as Grim blocked the blow. Lleland’s next swing was more forceful, and the sparring increased in speed as both men parried and attacked as they hopped between the rocks. Some of the boulders swayed beneath Lleland’s feet, and he had to concentrate to keep his balance as he avoided Grim’s blows. The game ended when Lleland fell into the river, gasping as the cold water drenched him. His clothes were sopping wet, and he stood for a moment, dripping as Grim laughed. 

“Take a hike up the hill, lad,” he said. “That’ll dry you out.” Grim lay down on the sunny bank of grass and closed his eyes. Leaving his sword and staff, Lleland grabbed his bow and arrows and headed up the slope. By the time he reached the summit, his clothes were damp rather than dripping, and a sheen of sweat had built up on his brow. The hill was not high, and he could see Grim lying on the grass below. He turned to view the panorama that unfolded before him. Hills spread into the distance, like a wrinkled piece of cloth. A movement caught his eye, and he turned to see something circling high above. His first thought was that it was an eagle, but as Lleland watched, the creature turned and the sun glanced off shining scales. His heart started to race, and he dropped to his haunches behind a rock, keeping his eye fixed on the creature above. 

With as much stealth as possible, Lleland strung his bow and notched an arrow. The dragon dropped a little lower, and he could see that it was not as big as the one that had killed his father. It also wasn’t black, but rather a dark, rust color. It circled lower, and Lleland drew the bow tight against his ear, holding the weapon steady. He aimed his bow at the creature’s chest and waited for a chance to release the barb. The dragon swept closer, and Lleland closed one eye. He judged the creature to be only two hundred yards away. He waited another moment, then released the arrow. It sang as it leaped off the string, flying straight and sure. The beast turned towards the shooting barb as it whistled through the air, and the breath caught in Lleland’s throat. The arrow was going to miss its mark! But fate was guiding the arrow, and it struck the creature at the point where the wing met the huge body. It sank in, and a stream of flame escaped the dragon’s mouth. The arrow in its side had rendered the wing useless, and it fell towards the earth as Lleland watched, open mouthed. Just yards from where Lleland still crouched behind the rock the dragon crashed into the ground, making the earth tremble. Dust, grass and bits of rock flew into the air in every direction. Lleland whipped out another arrow as the dragon lifted its head and looked straight at him. Its eyes were blazing, and it roared in pain and frustration as it rose to its feet. It snapped at the arrow in its side with its massive jaws, and Lleland notched the second arrow. He drew back the string as the dragon’s tail swung through the air, narrowly missing him, then released it and watched as the iron tip sank into the dragon’s leathery chest. It fell back to the ground with a stream of flame, and using its talons, clawed at the arrow that protruded beneath its heart.

“Kill it, lad!” Grim’s voice came from behind, and Lleland turned, startled. “Now!” Grim yelled. “Before it kills you.” Swinging back, Lleland pulled out another arrow. He notched, drew and released in one smooth movement, aiming a little higher than before. The arrow found its mark, and the dragon twisted on the ground. It turned to look at Lleland, and he could see the light dimming in its eyes. 

“Why?” the creature whispered. A few sparks fluttered from its mouth. “I did nothing to you.” 

“You killed my father,” Lleland said as Grim ran past him and plunged his sword into the creature’s chest, burying the blade to the hilt. The light in the creature’s eyes dulled, and then it was still. 

“Well done, lad,” Grim said. His voice was exultant. “You killed your first dragon.” He walked around the beast, poking it with his foot. “Think how many lives you saved today.” He took a hunting knife from his waistband and held it out to Lleland. “Take yourself a trophy.”

Lleland looked at the knife, then back at the huge beast lying dead on the ground. The dragon was a monster that would surely have killed him, if he had not killed it first. He had done the right thing – ridded the world of a monster. He should be thrilled. But instead he felt empty and dull, as though the light that had faded in the creature’s eyes had somehow cast his own soul into shadow. He pushed the knife away. “I don’t want anything,” he said, before turning and heading down the hill without a backward glance.

It was dark as Lleland walked along the narrow alleys and lanes back to the university. Anabel had always hated the thought of him hunting dragons. As a boy, he had hoped she would be pleased at his determination to rid the world of the beasts that had killed Father, but instead, his intentions had filled her with dread. She’d pleaded with him to put aside thoughts of revenge, but it was impossible to acquiesce to her demands. He’d not been able to stop the dragon that killed Father, but he would do all he could to ensure that others were safe from the monsters. He wondered what Father would have said about the matter. As a youth, he imagined his father’s words: “Well done, lad,” he would have said. “I’m proud of you.” Father, he was sure, would have approved.

The fight was not easy, though. His first kill had been due to luck rather than skill, and most dragons were too wily and cunning to be defeated so easily. Further hampering the efforts was the fact that these days sightings around the city were few and far between. Even when dragons were spotted, only a very few in the city had the skills and training to conquer such beasts, and the dragons were rarely defeated. It amazed Lleland that God would endow such terrible creatures with so many advantages – speed, strength, flight and flaming breath. There was the occasional success, of course, and Lleland himself had killed three dragons in the last dozen years. The second had been an old male, trapped in a cave. It had lacked the will to fight, and Lleland had easily sent an arrow through his tough, old heart. The third kill was the one Lleland remembered with the most pleasure. It had been a bitter fight to the end, and more than once, Lleland had narrowly escaped the burning breath of the creature racing through the air above him. It took a dozen arrows and a few swipes from his sword before the creature had finally breathed its last, fiery breath. Lleland did not escape easily, either – he had burns to his legs, a sprained wrist, a cracked skull and three broken ribs, but the wounds had healed within a matter of weeks. These victories seemed insignificant, however, in light of the many dragons that had escaped, and Lleland despaired that they would ever win the war against the vicious beasts.

To make matters even more difficult, as dragon sightings lessened, so had the fear of the people. Few remembered the horror that had gripped the city when the black dragon had attacked and killed its citizens. And with no new reports of missing maidens, they forgot that dragons were monsters of hell. But Lleland knew that it was just a matter of time before dragons once more emerged from their hidden lairs and started attacking humans. What frustrated him most, though, was the lack of knowledge about the beasts. Who knew how long the creatures lived, or where they kept their lairs? No-one had ever seen a baby dragon, so where did they keep their young? Did they grow in the swamps and emerge fully formed, or were they nurtured by their dragon mothers? 

A cold wind had picked up during the afternoon, and Lleland pulled his cloak tighter around his chest as he pondered the questions that plagued him. There was only one person who might have the answers, but that one person was almost as elusive as the dragons. Aaron Drake had revealed none of his knowledge over the years. But now Zachary Drake was in Lleland’s class. Perhaps fate was lending a hand.

The sound of laughter spilling onto the street interrupted Lleland’s musings, and he stopped outside the door of a crowded tavern, left open to allow fresh air to pass into the smoky interior. A group of students was gathered around a table, shouting and laughing, and Lleland recognized some from his class. A tawny head, towering over the others, caught his attention, and he watched as Zach Drake laughed at something. Standing with his fellow students, his strength and power were even more evident than in the classroom, and Lleland shivered, whether in anticipation or trepidation he wasn’t sure. As he watched, Drake lifted his head and turned in Lleland’s direction. Their gazes clashed, and Lleland drew in a sharp breath, as though he had been dealt a physical blow. Drake raised his eyebrows and inclined his head slightly towards an empty table in the corner, and Lleland nodded. Fate was definitely on his side.
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It was noisy in the tavern, and the air was heavy with smoke. The stench of tallow mingled with the smell of cooking, stale ale and unwashed bodies. Scraps of food and the shells of nuts littered the wooden floor, while a rat peeped through a crack in the wall, its nose twitching as it eyed a precious morsel. A cat, its gleaming coat catching the light of the fire, crouched in the corner and watched the rodent intently. 

Lleland ducked under the age-darkened timber beams as he made his way between the crowds towards the table where Drake was taking a seat. The wooden surface was marred with gouges, made over the years by those wanting to leave a permanent mark of their passing, and worn to varying degrees of smoothness. Lleland glanced down as he ran his hand over the deeper scratches, his fingers quickly finding the mark he had made more than fifteen years earlier when he had frequented the tavern as a student.

“Are you weary of your friends?” he asked.

Drake raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Would I be revealing too much if I said they can no longer converse in Latin?” 

Lleland snorted in amusement. “I’m not surprised,” he said. “Like dogs let off a leash.” 

A pair of mugs were slammed onto the table by an elderly crone. A few strands of greasy, gray hair escaped her cap, and she pushed it aside with dirty fingers as she cast a toothless leer in Drake’s direction. “’Ere you go, luv. Give us a kiss, an’ you can ’ave it for nuffin.” She leaned closer, but instead of pulling away, Drake leaned forward and planted a kiss on her puckered lips. Her eyebrows flew up and she drew back. “Ay, wot’s this? Why you so ’ot?” She eyed Drake suspiciously. “You got a fever! Trying to kill me or sumffin?” 

Drake laughed. “I was standing by the fire, Mistress. And a student needs all the free drinks he can get.” He gave her a shameless grin as she scowled and marched away.

“She might be the one with something catching,” Lleland said, lifting the mug to his lips. The ale was tepid and stale, but it warmed his belly after the cold outside. “She’s been offering free drinks in exchange for a kiss since my student days. It appears nothing’s changed!” 

“I have a strong constitution,” Drake replied. He took a drink of ale. “Have you always lived in Civitas?” 

“Born and bred. You?” 

“I grew up in the Northern Mountains, although I spent a fair amount of time around the city when I was growing up.”

“The Northern Mountains? You’re a long way from home. From what I’ve heard, it’s very remote.” 

Drake shrugged. “We enjoy our privacy.” 

“Yes, so I’ve heard!” Drake looked at Lleland in surprise. “You have your own chambers, don’t you?” 

“Ah!” Drake leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. “So I do.” 

Lleland waited for Drake to offer more, but he was silent. “Do you fence?” he asked.

“I’ve had a little training. Why do you ask? Are you a fencing Master as well as Master of Philosophy?” 

Lleland smiled. “No. But it seems to me that you are skilled in the art of weaponry. Perhaps you’d like to cross swords with me some time.” 

“Are you challenging me to a duel, Master Seaton? Would it be in my best interests as your student to accept or decline?” 

Lleland laughed. “When we step on the field, I’ll no longer be your Master. But I’m not challenging you to a duel. There are few opportunities for me to practise with someone with skill.”

“You’re assuming I’m skilled with a blade?” 

Lleland answered slowly. “I am. In fact, I think your form belies your strength.” Drake’s eyebrows lifted a fraction. “My preferred weapon is actually a longbow. Have you trained in archery?” 

“A longbow? No.” Drake leaned back in his seat. “So you’re a scholar and an archer?” 

Lleland shrugged and smiled wryly. “I suppose I am.” 

“What made you take up archery? I understand it takes years of committed training. Your studies must have left you with little time for such rigorous instruction.” 

“It started as a childish interest, but I enjoyed it. The strength and discipline of the sport suit me, and I was fortunate to have a skilled
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