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Prologue:

Storm Clouds Gather






Gray waves crashed against the beach amid the
stormy skies. Traders in Port Bratteau cursed at the weather. No
sailor or fisherman dared go out. Far away, on the Isle of Storms
Observatory, the Royal Observers Society could hardly believe their
spyglasses: the cold water, bubbling as if in a cauldron—and amid
the waves, fleshy tentacles slapping and wriggling.

The peasants in the port spoke of “The Storm of
the Ages.” In the seaside chapel, the Reverend Heloise prayed
earnestly for the Goddess’s aid. Yet within an hour, the storm had
dissipated into blue skies; the water had stopped its bubbling; and
the tentacles had sunk back into the depths. The matter was
forgotten.


 


 


 


The Lion in Autumn



“The Pretender loomed high above her with a
flail of spiked steel and armor of the blackest black. Yet the Maid
of Naines did not tremble. Instead she took up her sword, called
upon the Goddess, and drove the length of steel through his heart.
He fell that day, and there was much rejoicing.”

—from “The Ajernine Chronicle” by Martin vis
Abrenard


Chapter One:

Pork Lysene






Danitari






It was a sight that threatened the fragile world
order, a sight that could not be ignored, nor forgotten. It was a
sight that the traders in their tall townhouses observed in horror,
that the beggars, the laborers, and the elven slaves like Dan
viewed with no small amount of glee.

King Jourmande vis Bretagne, sovereign of
Zarubain, ruler of the kingdom, the hand of god on earth, rode
weakly on the saddle of his horse with only a dozen knights in his
retinue. The proud lion rampant banners of the House Bretagne were
nowhere to be seen; no doubt they had fallen into the southlanders’
hands. His haggard, weak face, his wheezing breath, his careening
ride on the horse, all spelled without any doubt “defeat.”

King Jourmande had taken the Road
Saint-Genevieve, a chipped, pothole-covered road stained with the
ages-old remains of chamber pots. Dan watched the sick
seventy-four-year-old man as he hurried through this backwater part
of the capital, looking down, not even daring to meet the gazes of
the street folk. This is a man ashamed, Dan thought as an
unstoppable grin fell over his face.

“Dan!”

Dan whipped around and offered an apologetic
look, as he’d learned to do. His master’s wife, Mignette, stood in
the doorway with a dark scowl on her face.

“What is stealing your attention, Dan? What is
so interesting that you paused your work?”

Even five years into his servitude, the name
“Dan” was strange to him. Danitari, his parents had named
him, in Elvish “the holy.”

She stormed over to the window, saw the king in
all his shame. “Goddess bewitch us all!” she cried. “Those damned
southlanders… they are so low-born, almost as low as you elves…”
She turned and Dan met her gaze. “But that is too grievous an
insult. The elves are lower than southlanders, lower than pigs and
milk-cows, lower than the bugs I stomp on with my slippers.”

It was not long ago that the Elven King had lost
a war to Zarubain. He had defended Danarion, the City of Light, and
kept the Elven World free, but tens of thousands of elves had
perished.

Of his battalion, only Dan was unlucky enough to
be alive.

“You are happy to see his defeat,” Mignette
snapped at him, and Dan drew back. “You are happy to see the
sovereign humiliated, are you not?”

Her words were true. Sometimes Dan missed Master
Jouliver while he was away on his trade journeys. At least Jouliver
allowed Dan a moment’s reprieve, a second’s rest. Mignette had no
such mercy.

“I can see it in your eyes—you are joyful to see
the king’s humiliation.”

“I am heartbroken, just like you. The Zarube
people are superior to all others in Varda… there must be an
explanation. He must have won.” In Dan’s youth, he had detested all
lies and falsehoods, but here, in the human world, they were
nothing less than necessary. Now, lies rolled easy off Dan’s
tongue, and he had grown adept at telling them.

He could not resist her or raise his voice
against her—an elven slave, saying one cross word, was worthy of
death in the eyes of the law.

Mignette’s expression softened just a slight
bit, enough to show that she believed Dan. “Tonight I shall want
Pork Lysene, with apple savories and a great big bottle of
gerusivel.”

Gerusivel was what the Zarubes called
elven wine. The west of Zarubain was known all across the kingdom
for its viniculture, but even the westerners could not produce such
a delicious drink as gerusivel. She could not afford a
single cup, let alone a bottle, nor did she have room in her budget
for apple savories.

“I realize you do not know what Pork Lysene is,
Dan, but if you do not find out and make it for me, I will punish
you severely.”

Down in Mignette’s cellar were her instruments
of torture, where—months ago—she had gone too far with Dan’s
once-companion Samné. She had been whipped and beaten until she
lost consciousness. She had never woken up. In the dark of night,
Mignette and Dan had dropped her lifeless body in the River
Zarube.

Often, Dan envied Samné, who was now at
peace.

“I have left a bit of money on the table
downstairs,” Mignette said. “It is not enough, but you will have to
find a way to make it work.” A smile grew on Mignette’s freckled
face.






~






It was late when Dan returned from the market,
carrying a basket filled with all manner of things—yellow onions,
carrots, a pink slab of pork, and hot pepper. No one knew what Pork
Lysene was, so Dan would only make a pork soup and accept whatever
abuse followed. Perhaps, tonight, he would be as lucky as
Samné—fall asleep, and never wake up. Perhaps, he too, would have a
watery grave, a place of eternal rest beneath the waves of the
sea.

He lit a fire in the kitchen and brought a pot
of water to boil as he chopped the pork into bite-sized bits. For a
half an hour he let the pork cook, along with the carrots and
lettuce, hot pepper, and a dash of salt. Steadily, the bubbling
water turned brown, and a delectable smell filled the kitchen.
This, Dan knew, was a dinner fit for a king. But he would have to
eat his masters’ stale bread, or some foul left-over meal from days
ago.

“Mignette!” Dan shouted.

In an instant she had appeared in the
doorway.

“Your Pork Lysant—” The last syllable was
swallowed by Dan’s gasp.

His master’s wife wore her nightclothes. “You
silly elven fool,” she said. “Pork Lysene has only vegetables… Some
in the House of Lys think only meat is acceptable. In the Book of
Manners, it says not to serve the Lysenes pork, or beef, or
chicken.”

“Why are you only wearing nightclothes?”

“I think you shall like your punishment tonight,
my little elf.”

“Goddess, no.”

Mignette’s smile dimmed, then grew bigger.

“Elves are the lowest of all creatures, you’ve
said, lower than dirt, lower than worms. Why would you defile
yourself so?”

Mignette laughed. “Sometimes, it is the dirt I
need.”

“I will not do this to Master Jouliver.”

“You will.”

“I will not.”

She stepped closer to him, laid her eyes on him,
grabbed the plain woolen tunic that Dan wore. “You will,” she said,
close enough to kiss him.

I will not, Dan thought.
Never.


Chapter Two:

A Victory Wasted






Ramir vis Rambée, Duke of Lessant






The court was buzzing with anticipation about
the king’s battle. “I wonder,” Ramir’s wife had told him, “what the
king will do with all this money. Perhaps he shall build another
palace in the Westwood, or add a gilded ballroom to the
palace!”

Yet the king was nowhere to be seen, and no
messengers had heralded his arrival. So when the double doors of
the Castle Royale’s Great Hall were thrown open, the last person
Duke Ramir expected to see was the king, Jourmande vis
Bretagne.






The wrinkled old man was wheezing, perhaps ill.
A yellow dribble trailed from his nose to his mouth. His white hair
and beard seemed sparser than before, somehow. His purple robe was
caked with mud and grime. His eyes had a weak, desperate look, the
look of a dying man. In the span of several months, it seemed
Jourmande had aged ten years—up to his death bed.

“Father!” Princess Clarysse came running up to
her father and met him in an embrace. “Goddess, you look tired. But
I am sure the Imperials look worse.”

The Imperials, Ramir knew, owed the Zarube Crown
seven hundred marks as a price for peace. Could it be possible that
the southlanders had stooped to an all-time low, that they had
somehow defaulted on their debts, had resisted the army,
even—Goddess forbid—defeated Jourmande?

“Our army is scattered,” Jourmande snapped.
“Away from me, daughter!”

She fell from his embrace.

“We are defeated. I am ashamed. I must rest.
Good night.”

Clarysse looked most offended out of all the
kingdom’s notables in the Great Hall, with bulging eyes and an
incredulous expression. The High Priestess Alse-Lorie, leader of
the kingdom’s faithful, had opened her mouth so wide Duke Ramir
could fit a cudgel in it.

But Duke Ramir, as always, kept his reactions
firmly in check. Months—or was it years?—ago he had defeated the
Imperial Army himself, risking his own life to ensure the kingdom’s
honor. Now King Jourmande had brought it all to ruin—in an instant
snatched away all Duke Ramir’s progress, brought him low by
incompetence.

“Now, a song of harvest time,” shouted the court
jester, Honey Crumbles. “A song of the famous Harvest Haunt, who
tempts the peasants to stay indoors, to eat, drink, and be
merry.”

Goddess, how Ramir loathed that silly waif. He
had often joked how he’d like to knock his head off, to see how far
he could send it flying into the distance. It would be a great
show, a better contest than knightly jousts. Only rarely did jousts
end in death. A bloody battle was only ensured in the arenas, which
were forbidden by the high-minded folk of the royal capital.

“What shall we do?” Clarysse cried. “What shall
we do, when my father returns in defeat and shame?”

“We shall pray!” Alse shouted. The High
Priestess had dressed in bright fairy pinks and greens, arrayed
herself splendidly with no idea that tragedy awaited them all.

“I will avenge this,” Ramir said. “On my honor,
I will extract those seven hundred marks from the Empire, if it is
the last thing I do.” Yet war no doubt was the last thing Clarysse
and Alse-Lorie and all these minor nobles gathered here wanted.











In his guest apartment, Ramir drew his sword
from its sheath and laid it lengthwise across the bed. Its pommel
was forged into the bear-head of the House Rambée, and its steel
was of a quality a blacksmith could never make today. He had
plunged its blade through an Imperial soldier’s throat. He knew
firsthand that the Imperials were human, that they bled and died as
every other people. They were not gods; they were not even superior
in prowess to the Zarubes. Yet somehow, with a mustered army of ten
thousand, the ineffectual and incompetent King Jourmande had thrown
away all the country’s gains, had made a severe and irreparable
blow to the royal treasury. Yet still Duke Ramir clung to his
loyalty—but why? Why, indeed, when he could rule better?

Perhaps because the House Rambée had stood
steadfastly with the King of Zarubain for centuries. In the
seemingly eternal rule of the House Bretagne, their right to rule
had never been questioned.

Duke Ramir should not question it now.

“Your Honor.” A woman’s voice called out to
him.

He turned and beheld a slender figure in the
doorway.

It was Princess Clarysse Bretagne, a woman of
less than seventeen, unmarried, blonde-haired blue-eyed and
beautiful but undeniably—Duke Ramir knew—vapid and dumb. “I am
scared,” she said. “If the nobles rebel against my father—”

“They will not,” Duke Ramir answered boldly, and
spoke—as far as he knew—the truth. “All the great lords and barons
and dukes benefit from the current order of things. Do not worry,
Princess Clarysse. I will protect you, as always.”

As she left, Duke Ramir remembered Princess
Clarysse’s innocent blue eyes. He grabbed his ancestral sword and
slid it into his sheath. Then he turned and left down the Castle
Royale’s winding corridors, knowing, in his heart, exactly where he
was going.






~






The guards let him by and Ramir entered the
royal quarters, seeing—as he had expected—the king Jourmande with
his nubile young lady wife, Queen Alysant. The beauty from the
minor county of Renseur had her slender pale hand wrapped in
Jourmande’s wrinkled one. “All is well, my husband, my life-fire.
All is well,” she purred.

Yet King Jourmande was staring out into space,
his eyes devoid of all thought, so absent he did not look up at
Ramir. All around him, the splendid wealth of the Zarube Crown lay:
gold-framed pictures of butterfly-winged pixies and glowing blue
will-o’-wisps painted by the famed artist Ranoul; a wardrobe large
enough for a giant, carved intricately enough for the Goddess
herself and washed in varnish; glass displays of ruby-inlaid
goblets, diamond-encrusted necklaces, and sapphire-studded
bracelets; and shelves of rare, illuminated books each worth more
than a minor barony. Yet their owner—the sovereign of Zarubain, the
King on the Lion Throne, the vicar of god on earth—had lost all
hope, had lost all optimism, all joy about the future.

“Your Majesty,” Ramir said, and dropped to one
knee.

Jourmande turned his eyes to Ramir, but they
were the eyes of a dead man.

“You still have the kingdom’s allegiance. You
still have my allegiance.”

“I have failed, Ramir,” Jourmande answered. “I
have failed myself, I have failed you, I have failed everyone. I
was told the Empire lay on the brink of ruin, but now I know I had
misjudged them. I have brought about a defeat worse than any the
kingdom has had to suffer through. Things would have been better if
another successor had been chosen—even the Bastard Prince.”

Jourmande, an elderly cousin of the childless
former king Gylles, had been chosen according to the laws of
succession. Gylles had vanished one night in the midst of the
Castle Royale, disappearing with the blue wizard, Lemuel, who also
was never heard from again. “I doubt anyone could have done better,
Your Majesty,” Ramir said. “Least of all the Bastard Prince. I have
heard terrible things about him, Jourmande. I have heard things
that the laws of courtesy forbid me to repeat.”

Jourmande’s eyes peered deep into Ramir’s. “You
brought about the Empire’s defeat, imposed a crushing indemnity… I
brought your plans to ruin. It is you that must continue
this war. It is you that must command the army, and bring
the kingdom the resolution it deserves.”

“Surely you do not suggest another war,” Ramir
said.

“We tire of war, but war does not tire of
us.”

Jourmande knew something Ramir didn’t.

“Whatever you require, I will do, my king,”
Ramir said.

“Very well, Ramir, Duke of Lessant.” Something
like a smile touched Jourmande’s face. “Commander of the Army,
savior of Zarubain.”


Chapter Three:

Secrets






The Black Count






The trees in the Royal City and in the Westwood
had begun turning shades of gold—at least, the few trees that were
not pines. The Count of Garrone had arrived by river-boat in the
king’s city very early for the Feast of Saint Ignáce.

He wanted to come early, he told the suspicious
nobles, for he had left everything important in the command of his
bailiff and shire reeve, and the common villeins had done
splendid work this year in the harvest, and the grape harvest of
1227 promised to be the best in the county’s history. His wife he
had left behind in the Castle Garrone, and no doubt that woman was
lying with the hostler or some dirty-fingered peasant in his
absence, or worse, the Bastard Prince who lived in the Montée March
nearby. His wife was a Lysene woman, having little scruples and
littler self-control, but she did not matter in the Black Count’s
mission here. She did not even know the truth of why the Black
Count was here. No one did, nor would they be able to guess. The
Black Count had pushed the truth so far down beneath his surface
thoughts that sometime even he believed his own ruse, that he had
arrived for the Feast of Saint Ignáce early.

In truth he had no reverence for Saint Ignáce,
the peasant girl who became a warrior and saved the kingdom. After
all, a story of a peasant who donned armor and rode into battle,
helm, sword, and all, might give the villeins improper
ideas. Rather than revere Saint Ignáce, why wouldn’t they focus on
the story of her death, burned at the stake by the very ones she
saved?

“Your Honor,” a guard said at a bridge that led
into the cobblestone streets of the Inner City.

The Black Count offered the man a slight nod—all
he would afford to a common man-at-arms. He pressed on, finding the
overwhelming stench of the Outer City fade slightly. Here, where
the notables of the realm resided, a little bit more attention was
paid to sanitation and hygiene. No chamber pots were emptied out
windows with a shout of “Look out!” The cobblestone had only wear
and tear as you might expect from windy, rainy Zarubad.

The bells tolled in the Lady’s Cathedral,
filling the city with their resonant notes. The noon prayers had
begun. The cathedral’s giant façade was visible even where the
Black Count stood, and in the cool, cloudy light of the morning,
the laughing pink-and-red portrait of the Lady—etched in stained
glass on the rose window—glowed like fire. The high priestess,
Alse-Lorie, had a gift for managing coin and for building strong
relationships with the sisters across the realm; the Church of the
Lady’s wealth had almost doubled during her tenure. But she had a
secret; the Black Counts informants told him she had been seen
alone with a knight, even though priestesses were forbidden to
marry. The Black Count dealt in secrets; he had ears from Zarubad
to Carribor, and secret-gathering was why he had come.

He crossed three more bridges before he reached
Emerald Isle. Here, every duke, count, and marquis had a temporary
residence for when the king needed them. The Black Count had his
own, but he was not predisposed to visit the capital. That would
make the task ahead more difficult.

In a winery, he purchased two bottles of
gerusivel for a king’s ransom of ten gold crowns, more than
all the peasants in County Garrone made in an entire month. Then,
receiving the go-ahead by the castle guards, he took the ferry
through the gently-flowing River Zaros and landed at the island
upon which Castle Royale was built.











Inside, a dour and defeated-looking King
Jourmande was slumped in the Lion Throne. He is
demoralized—the Black Count took a mental note.

“Jorjé,” the king said the Black Count’s name, a
rare thing for him to hear. “It has been at least ten Yules since I
saw you last.”

The Black Count nodded. “Your Majesty. I have
brought you two gifts.”

“Gerusivel,” the king muttered it like a
curse. “I do not drink anything crafted by the inferior race.”

The Black Count did not show his disappointment.
“Pardon me, Your Majesty. I apologize. You did deal the
elves a crushing defeat.”

“Untrue,” the king said. “It was my young
cousin, Gylles vis Bretagne. Everything good that has happened to
this kingdom in the past quarter-century is squarely due to
him.”

Shall I try to comfort the king and call him
a liar, or shall I say nothing? He hurled the gerusivel
on the ground. The bottles shattered into a hundred pieces and the
ruby-red liquid spread like blood across the stone floor. “You are
a good king, Jourmande. Everyone I know says so.” It was a lie, but
a little bit of the sadness faded from King Jourmande’s eyes.

“You have wasted a fortune, Jorjé.”

“A small price to pay, for our good king to
listen to reason.”

“I shall enjoy watching the servants clean it
up.”

“Then it is not a waste. I am glad you liked my
gift,” said the Black Count.











He spent the rest of the morning in the Castle
Royale, wandering its corridors and speaking to King Jourmande when
he had the chance, even eating the noon meal in his presence,
learning little—learning nothing, in fact, except something dark
was bothering the king, like a cloud hanging over his head.

Does he know?


Chapter Four:

Signs of Unrest






The Reverend Alse-Lorie, High Priestess






Alse-Lorie had never seen a sovereign so
dejected. Of course, at age twenty-seven, she had only ever served
under two monarchs. As she exited the Lady’s Cathedral down the
pink-carpeted aisle, she uttered a prayer for him: Goddess, give
the master of your beloved nation strength, courage, and honor.
Honor was what was sorely needed in the king’s spirit, a
realization that if the monarch is afraid, the nation will be
afraid.

Two reverend daughters—Varysse and Elouette—met
her in the cobblestone promenade outside the cathedral. They had a
task ahead of them, a task that Alse-Lorie loathed but one she was
required to undertake at least once a year. She would leave the
clean, well-kept boulevards and avenues of the Inner City and meet
with the lowborn merchants, traders, and street rabble in the filth
of the Outer City.

“Oh, how I despise this,” said Varysse, a woman
of nineteen who had left her pampered life in Duchy Ajernon for the
pink-and-green robes, all to avoid an unsavory marriage.

“Me as well,” said Elouette, whose story was
much the same, but further away, in County Miere.

“You will learn to like it,” Alse-Lorie said. An
empty promise was a small sin in the eyes of the Goddess.

The riverboat had already been prepared; it
would take the two reverend daughters and the reverend lady to
their too-close port of call. Ten knights were on board, ready
protect them with swords and shields.

Thank the Goddess, Sir Loy was not aboard. He,
too, was a sin, a grave sin that made Alse-Lorie wonder if her
connection to the Goddess was forever severed.






~






In too short a time, the riverboat docked on the
south bank of the River Zaros. The smell was not terribly pleasant
in the Inner City, but here the combined stench of emptied chamber
pots, of pigs and cattle running wild, of tanneries and of befouled
fish hit Alse-Lorie like a wall. The plague of 1221 had wiped out a
third of the city, and Alse-Lorie thought the capital was well
overdue for a new one. Perhaps then, everyone living in this
squalor would flee, and only the clean cobbled roads and stately
flower gardens of the Inner City would remain.

Three lowborn boys in ragged gray clothing
caught sight of them through an alley, and immediately began
jabbering. Alse-Lorie sighed, prayed to the Goddess for strength,
and hiked up her gown as she climbed onto the sturdy wood of the
dock. She had a great task ahead of her, a most onerous and
unfortunate task. She had to pretend the nobles of the realm were
concerned with the lowborns’ affairs, to soothe the lowborns’ woes
with promises of the afterlife, and to make certain the lowborns
would not revolt.

Leaving the dock, she noted the dirt roads had
been recently cleaned—a small comfort, that the king’s men had
thought of her so—but as she passed through the cramped streets
underneath the shaky timber houses, she could not help but see the
garbage piled in alleyways. Flies buzzed everywhere, and the
flea-bitten peasants gawked at her, even as they ducked away to let
her by.

The dirt road segued into a cobblestone
thoroughfare. It, too, had been cleaned, and Alse-Lorie comforted
herself with the fact that Lions Square was only a short walk
away.

She stumbled, nearly falling face-first on the
road. She cursed. The road was chipped and filled with potholes.
The king did not care for the Outer City’s roads. She looked up to
laughing faces—the faces of starved men, and of merchants and
merchants’ wives only slightly fatter. There were elves, too, with
their pointed ears and slight builds, dour-eyed and
stormy-complexioned. All by law were slaves, talking tools,
commodities to be sold and bartered.

Cursing again, she eyed the road, dodging
potholes and broken crevices, seeing—as a result—that the hem of
her gown was stained black with mud. A light drizzle began.











The drizzle had turned to a misty rain by the
time Alse-Lorie reached Lions Square.

The stone square had as many potholes, scars,
and crevices as the road, and the four lion statues guarding the
center had been worn by rain and wind, but worst of all, the square
itself was crowded with lowborns. Traders had set up stalls along
the perimeter, heckling passersby about shoes, tunics, cuts of
pork, heads of lettuce, carrots, chicken-bones, candles, and
blankets. As Alse neared the high lectern, the smell of ripe fish
overwhelmed her, threatening to knock her off her feet.

Like flies to a rotted carcass the lowborn
gathered around Alse to hear her speak. She could not believe how
many souls lived in this city, how many of these lowly people
gathered to listen. The ten knights formed a protective wall around
her, Varysse and Elouette. When she had seen as many gather as she
could bear, she began to shout:

“My dear subjects of the His Majesty King
Jourmande vis Bretagne, 1227 is a good year to be a Zarube.”
They are so dirty, so poorly garbed, so ridden with rashes and
ailments of all kinds. “As is customary I shall enliven you, as
the faithful children of our lady goddess Feanara, with the good
news that springs forth better and brighter each day.” It is
good that the Goddess loves them—no one else does. “The lords
and ladies of the realm have enjoyed great harvests of wheat,
grapes, apples, and fruits, and they are content and not restive.
The king’s sovereignty is not questioned by any, and there is no
sign of discontent among the nobles.” Already they look
bored. “Zarubain has once again claimed victory over its
enemies…”

“What of the southlanders?” shouted a
peasant in that grating Outer City accent she’d come to despise.
“We don’t got a victory against them, do we?”

She was surprised these lowborns knew anything
about that, or about anything outside their insular,
seven-square-mile Outer City world. She debated a moment whether to
answer him, but found herself shouting back a second later: “We
shall not fear a nation where the lowborns choose their king!” They
responded to her with dull, dead eyes, utterly uninterested. “Be
assured their insolence will not go unpunished! Soon their lands
will be divvied up amongst the lords and ladies of Zarubain, and
their lowborns will know their proper place!” The customs of the
southlanders were barbaric, but look at what Alse-Lorie was doing
now: answering a peasant’s foolish queries openly, giving him the
undeserved honor of a response.

“What of the Storm of the Ages?” shouted
a peasant girl.

“Enough!” Alse howled. She did not know
what the fool girl spoke of, but even the shrill rebuke was more
than she deserved. “Let me continue: there is no better time to be
a Zarube. Our future is bright.” Ours, not theirs. “Food is
plentiful!” For us.

The crowd had already begun to disperse.

“The Lady loves us all, lowborn and high. If you
cling to our goddess, to her words and to her hope, one day
you—like the nobles of the realm—will live in her kingdom.”

A few faces brightened. She had done her duty.
She left the lectern, desperate to return to the Inner City, eager
to leave the smells, the squalor, the lean-to wooden houses and the
chipped, uncared-for roads behind.

She departed under the protection of the ten
knights. As she left, she caught sight of the statue of the king on
the west entryway of Lions Square. The lowborns had tied a noose to
it, and spattered it with pigs’ blood. Such a thing was a capital
crime, a worrying sign of discontent. At such a troubled time,
Alse-Lorie, reverend lady, High Priestess of the Goddess Feanara,
would not tell King Jourmande and add to his worries.


Chapter Five:

When Duty Calls






Ramden the Bold






Ramden wore the blue bear-rampant symbol of the
House Rambée on his surcoat, and was never afraid to have it so
boldly displayed on his armor, not even in the presence of his
enemies. Even now, riding his horse alone beside the vineyards of
Ajernon, he had no fear. His friends in Lessant, which the House
Rambée ruled, called him Ramden the Gallant or Ramden the Fearless.
His father, the duke Ramir, had spoken to him countless times of
the dangers his bold adventurism could get him into, but Ramden had
never listened to him, not once in his twenty years of life.

In the wake of a war between Ajernon and
Lessant, Ramden had fought alongside the House Rambée’s knights,
risked death numerous times and had personally fought in the
battles that brought the war to a close. His father Duke Ramir had
given him an earful every time he’d bragged about the exploits to
his friend, even given an empty threat of cutting Ramden out of the
line of succession, of giving the duchy to his younger brother
Ramone or even his sister Ramonette.

What would Father think now?

Just hours ago, in the manor house, Father’s
knight Guliver had met Ramden in the yard, said, “I dare you,
Ramden the Bold, to go to Abreville and bring me back a bottle of
Ajernais gold.”

The other knights gathered there in the manor
yard had laughed at Guliver, thinking Ramden would never in a
hundred years follow through on the dare.

But Ramden had followed through, and
wearing the Rambée symbol on his surcoat, no less.






Four miles of hard riding, and the town of
Abreville appeared. Its thatch-roofed stone buildings lay in the
shadow of the Castle Rose—a fortress built upon a rock hill, its
stone exterior overlaid with bricks the color of a summer sunset.
The Castle Rose had never fallen, not once in its six-hundred-year
history, though many had tried. The town of Abreville, lacking
walls, had been destroyed countless times, but not so the Castle
Rose, home of the Dukes of Ajernon.

Ramden galloped headlong into the town of
Abreville, coaxing his stallion to leap over rocks and high ground.
A peasant on the town’s outskirts raised the hue-and-cry: “Hey,
there’s the Wild Bear o’ Lessant!”











This time of day, the market square of Abreville
lay in the direct shadow of the Castle Rose, but the air was still
humid and warm from the sun and from the countless bodies packed
inside. The air was heavy with the scent of baked bread, mixed with
less savory things—ripe fish, laying out in the hot sun, and the
contents of chamber pots in the outlying streets.

“I want some famous Ajernais gold wine!” Ramden
shouted, and realized the market had gone quiet in the wake of his
presence. “I can pay full price for a bottle!”

“Here, sir!” A peasant was shouting in the east
corner, lifting up a bottle. “For twenty coppers, or a
denier if you’ve got one!”

Ramden grabbed a coin from his pocket, the only
coin he’d brought—a gold libre with the king’s head cast
into the metal. This was the peasant’s lucky day. Ramden galloped
up to him and flipped him the coin.

A nun stood next to the peasant, wearing a dark
green coif and pink wimple. “The audacity!” she howled. “It is
Ramden, Ramden the Fool!”

At her words, a knight appeared, riding in on a
horse. Ramden only had to glimpse at the Ajernais swordfish symbol
on his surcoat to know it was time to flee. He grabbed the bottle
of gold wine, yanked the reins to wheel his horse around, and took
off at a gallop.

“Your father will pay a pretty ransom!” the
knight shouted as their horses leapt down the high ground and rocks
toward the road. “When will you learn your lesson, Master Ramden?
Only fools are as bold as you!”

As Ramden touched ground on the road, there was
a loud horn peal. He looked back, saw the mustachioed knight
blowing a horn to summon his friends.











Three knights joined Ramden’s pursuer as the
vineyards of Ajernon flew by. The clouds had cleared momentarily,
baring the bright blue sky. “Lovely day, isn’t it?” Ramden shouted
at them. “A day beautiful enough to capture in a painting, wouldn’t
you say?”

“Our lord Ramden is a girl!” one of them
shouted. “Perhaps he belongs in Valais with Roland and Lord
Mars!”

Ramden’s horse at last broke its gallop, but so
did his pursuers’ steeds. The river appeared—the very border with
Lessant—and the bridge that forded its wide waters.

“Do not think we will not follow you!” one of
them shouted. “The ends of justice know no borders!”

“Ah, but they do!” Ramden shouted.

As he expected, two knights and ten men-at-arms
stood watch at the bridge, and the pursuers slowed to a halt.
Ramden was home free, a bottle of Ajernais gold in his hand, the
dare answered and completed. He laughed.

“We will catch you one day!” one of the knights
shouted as he galloped across the bridge. “This, I swear!”

“Sure, you will!” Ramden laughed.

He paid no heed to the guards at the bridge as
he flew by. The day had faded to dusk, the sun reduced to a faint
twinkling on the horizon.






~






In the woods just outside Castle Silvergold, a
dark shape emerged on the road. For some reason Ramden stopped,
though he normally never would. The reason, he realized quickly,
was fear—his body gone cold, his skin crawling with gooseflesh, his
breath gone short and rasping. The size of the shape grew, and in
the fading sunlight it took form: a woman five feet tall but with
the presence of a giant. Her filthy gray hair fell in tangled knots
down her gown of tattered wool. Her pruned old face was marred with
boils and cysts. A peasant, surely—and yet in her hand was a gold
lantern that shrank and then grew in size, and within it a glowing
green orb.

A woods witch, Ramden realized, a friend of the
fey, a devotee of the Lady Goddess but without all the trappings of
the state-sanctioned church. Ramden’s father Ramir had made it a
point to root out all witches—“woods witches, bog witches, and
witches who hide in peasants’ clothes”—and burn them at the stake.
Yet neither he nor any of his successors had made a lick of
progress. The witches remained, and had won the support of the
lowborn, entertaining their simple minds with light-shows and
cursing the peasants’ oppressors with nightmares, poxes, and hag’s
eye.

“Ramden the Bold!” the woods witch
thundered.

Ramden’s stallion reared up on its hind legs and
let out a shrill whinny.

Shaken autumn leaves whirled about her and
landed near her feet. Her gold lantern swelled again, then shrank;
the green orb within blazed brighter until it had turned white.
“The Lady is concerned with you. She worries for your safety.”

“How dare you speak of the Lady, witch,” Ramden
snapped, but a lump had grown in his throat. “You, who disobey her
vicar on earth, the king.” He reached for his sword, tried to draw
it, but it wouldn’t budge—it seemed as if the blade had melded with
its sheath.

“You speak of the Lady,” the woods witch
answered, “a far greater offense. You highborn think you can honor
the fey goddess with cathedrals and churches of stone… She detests
those rose windows, those buttresses, those pointed arches which
you used iron to carve. You claim to honor her, yet you
exude disrespect in every way.”

“Have your say, woods witch, before I strike you
down.”

“You cannot strike me down, Master Ramden, but I
will have my say nonetheless.” Her prune face wrinkled into a
smile. “The Lady is concerned for your welfare. She sees your
boldness as a sign of great gallantry. Yet it will lead to
disaster… utter disaster before the winter’s end. Trouble is
coming, Master Ramden, great and terrible trouble, unless you heed
my words.”

“Be gone, witch,” Ramden hissed. He would not
listen to a witch’s advice, even if it did come from the Lady’s
mouth.






That night, Ramden ate a sumptuous feast in his
father’s hall, and every knight drank a cupful of Ajernais gold.
But even in the bright warmth of the hearth, the sounds of laughter
and music, and the taste of crisp pork, a vision assailed him—of
darkness and shadows taking shape, of a demon in human form
beckoning him close and bidding him to stay nearby.


Chapter Six:

Watching Eyes






The Knight of Lorh






“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey-nonny,
hey!”

The Ardonese dancers spun in circles, twirling
green and red streamers and leaping into the air. The Bull Leapers’
Dance was not quite as impressive without bulls, but King Jourmande
did not allow animals into his hall. It was a pity, for Sir Darius,
Knight of Lorh, enjoyed bear-tamers as much as anyone else, and
none had ever been seen in Jourmande’s hall. At least these dancers
were different from that ridiculous jester, Honey Crumbles, who had
plagued the Great Hall the past seven nights.

“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny , hey-nonny,
hey!”

An Ardonese man and an Ardonese woman jumped in
the air and locked hands mid-leap. A flash of red and green
streamers soon followed. At the high table on the dais, a wide grin
had overtaken King Jourmande’s face. His expression had been dour
just yesterday, when Honey Crumbles had resorted to beating himself
with a stick; this foreign dance from exotic Ardón had driven the
nation’s ills far from Jourmande’s mind.

Sir Darius, Knight of Lorh, still thought bulls
would make the dance better. The thought of wild animals in the
palace terrified King Jourmande , it seemed, yet he had no qualms
about the steel bastard sword Sir Darius had slung across his back.
For all King Jourmande knew, a conspiracy by one of his relatives
could be brewing in the Great Hall, yet he had no sign of worry.
There were younger and wiser men in the House Bretagne, distant
cousins and second-cousins, nephews and great-nephews, that could
try to take his place.

“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey!”
An Ardonese dancer leapt on a woman’s back, then back-flipped high
into the air. The same woman leapt on his shoulders and
back-flipped twice the height. King Jourmande clapped his hands,
positively delighted at the night’s entertainment.

Yet when there were not great pig roasts and
plates of apple and lemon savories, bottles of sweet, sparkling
gerusivel, and endless entertainments, Sir Darius knew the
mood of the king’s court was dark. He had arrived seven days ago,
after all, in preparation for the Feast of Saint Ignáce, which all
the great dukes and duchesses had been invited to. Sir Darius knew
things would change, and soon. There was trouble on the border,
signs of impending war—that, after all, was why the Knight
Grandmaster of Lorh had sent him here. The southlanders were a
fearsome force, vengeful and without honor.

“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey!” A
dancer leapt off another’s back and pirouetted in the air, sending
her black hair twirling.

In Sir Darius’ morning prayers, a terrible
feeling of apprehension had filled him. Nothing unusual had
happened throughout the day, though he had been watching fervently
each hour. He scanned the room, looking for anyone who did not
belong.

The Young Duke, Roland of Valais, sat at the
table, having barely touched his plate of pork. The bailiff whom
Roland had ennobled and raised to the rank of baronet—the one
called Lord Mars—sat by his side, half again the Young Duke’s
height. They had just arrived from Duchy Valais this morning in
preparation for the Feast of Saint Ignáce. If they had any reason
to harm the king, they showed no signs of it. But the Young
Duke—from all accounts—had no great ambition, no desire for
anything except pleasure.

“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey-nonny,
hey!”

The duke Ramir had been in the king’s court for
more than a month and showed no signs of leaving. The tower of a
man had an ugly face, scars running across his arms, and a head of
black hair quickly going gray. He had left his wife in Lessant but
she was coming in time for the feast-day, he said. He was the
king’s most trusted advisor.

“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey-nonny,
hey!”

The dancers were spinning and jumping in a
frenzy. The Black Count sat near the king. The Black Count was a
man of mystery, an oily serpent which you could never pin down. Yet
murder was not his way.

“Hey-nonny, hey-nonny, hey-nonny,
HEY!”

A dancer had leapt halfway to the ceiling, and a
knife was in his hands. Sir Darius had only a moment to react. He
rushed through the Great Hall, up to the dais, but hadn’t made it
halfway across the room before the dancer landed. The king was
laughing uproariously. The dancer had balanced the knife-point on
his head.

“Calm down, Knight of Lorh,” Duke Ramir
thundered. “My father once said, ‘He who is suspicious of evil at
every turn is an evil man himself.’”

Sir Darius answered the insult with a glare.
Perhaps he had been too trusting of this duke Ramir. Perhaps Ramir
did not have the king’s best interests at heart.

“Tell your king you have pleased me greatly!”
King Jourmande shouted. “I do believe our friendship with Ardón
will continue, if I had to guess based on this lovely Saint Ignáce
Day gift. I would dare say the peasant savior of Zarubain is
smiling in heaven as we speak. Hail Ardón, hail Saint Ignáce, and
hail King Roderigo—may he live a hundred years!”

In the shadows, Honey Crumbles in his jester’s
hat was glaring at the Ardonese dancers, his face burning with
jealousy. Sir Darius wondered why he had not considered that
ridiculous buffoon before. He had been slighted, jeered, and
insulted enough to perhaps take up employment for the enemy.

But Sir Darius realized he had been a fool all
this night—why would an assassin commit a brazen assault while
everyone was awake and laughing, and a host of knights and red
wizards stood guard in the Great Hall? The trouble would not happen
until after dark, when the king had gone to bed.






In the entrance to the royal wing of the castle
where the king slept, Sir Darius stopped at the stone wall
perpendicular to the door. He wetted his finger and dipped it in
his pouch of moon dust, then drew a Lorhish rune of vigil. With the
invisible mark, no one who entered or exited the inner rooms would
escape Sir Darius’ eye. He breathed all his magic power into the
fine dust and asked Orbuus, god of mysteries, to keep the ward
safe.











The night turned cool, but Sir Darius did not
return to The Tabard Inn on Emerald Isle. Instead, he
flipped the hostler two silver deniers to keep him quiet,
entered the stables and ducked inside an empty stall. There,
sitting amid the hay and forgotten horse stool, Sir Darius used his
third eye.











The hallway lay empty, save two knights with
swords and shields who guarded the entryway. The minutes dragged
on, and yet they spoke little. No doubt King Jourmande had already
retired to bed.

The minutes turned to hours. The sconces on the
walls shone the same flickering light on the red Fharese rug;
further down the hall, the gold-bordered painting of Saint
Genevieve did not move from its place. The only sound was the wind,
slowly building outside, the steady patter of rain, threatening to
lull Sir Darius to sleep.

Time went on, slow like a river frozen-over. The
knights talked idly amongst themselves.






Sometime in the dark of the night, new knights
switched places with the first two, assuming the guard duty. The
rug was red as it had ever been before; the portrait of Saint
Genevieve in her flowing gown of white samite did not move.






~






Morning light pierced the high windows of the
stable, waking Sir Darius from his slumber. He had no idea when his
watch ended and at what time the sleep had overtaken him. Either
way, he left into the morning light filled with shame, and smelling
of hay and horse.











A shout rang out as Sir Darius wound his way
through the Castle Royale. “Why! Why, O goddess!”

Sir Darius took off at a run. The man shouting
was the Black Count, standing at the entry to the Great Hall.

A storm of indistinguishable shouts and cries
had overtaken the once-tranquil castle. “What is wrong?” Sir Darius
cried.

The Black Count fixed his eyes on Sir
Darius—twin black orbs contrasting starkly with his ashen
complexion. “The duke Ramir! The great duke Ramir is dead!”

Sir Darius cursed himself for focusing
overzealously on the king. “Goddess help us!” he shouted. He ran
into the Great Hall, into a scene of panic.











Tears were running down King Jourmande’s eyes,
who sat rigid at the high table on the far end of the room, against
the wall. He had aged ten years overnight. Beside him, his young
Renseurian wife, Queen Alysant, had locked her pale white hand in
his. She had an expression as gloomy and dark as her raven
hair.

No one had touched the trenchers of fried bacon
or the plates of fairy cakes that graced the long tables. The Young
Duke had stood up, appearing unsettled; his friend Lord Mars had
stood up also, but had an unconcerned, dullard’s expression.

Could it have been him? The Lord Mars had
been raised to the nobility from his status as a common bailiff.
The hearts and wills of peasants were easily shapeable; for a
little money, they could be bought. But why would Lord Mars
endanger his privileged life in the royal and ducal courts?

“Two guards dead, too!” cried the Black Count
from outside the Great Hall. “And the killers had the key!
Somewhere, somehow, we have been betrayed!”

That much was clear, but by whom?

Alivere and Esmette from Duchy Arvogne had just
arrived this morning; they, surely, had nothing at all to do with
the duke’s death.

“Whoever did this—I will cut out his
heart!” thundered Sir Loy.

At the knight’s words, the high priestess,
Alse-Lorie, stood up. A pained look was on her face—a look of
discomfort, perhaps guilt.

Could she have done this?


Chapter Seven:

The Wizard Speaks


The Reverend Alse-Lorie, High Priestess


Each time she heard Sir Loy’s voice, Alse-Lorie
felt vulnerable, ill at-ease, unsafe. He was a reminder that she
had broken her sacred vows. Each day she fretted that the Grayman’s
beard she consumed day after day would fail, that she would find
herself with child, that her sins would catch up to her, expose her
as the fraud she was.

How despicable, she thought, that at a
time of such crisis, I am so worried about myself.

That Knight of Lorh, Sir Darius, was staring
daggers at her from across the room. Alse had always despised the
Order of Lorh—the king had dragged them kicking and screaming into
the Elven War, and now they spoke ill of the decision to sell elves
into bondage.

“The Lady is with us all!” Alse-Lorie shouted.
But not with me. “The duke Ramir now runs through the
flowered fields of the Otherworld.” But I will not, I will
never. “The Lady will protect us all.” But she will not so
much as think of me.

Sir Loy had drawn his sword. His cheeks had
turned some shade of pink. Despite his wrath, he had never looked
so gallant, in his gold-enameled breastplate, his gorget of steel,
his giant pauldrons that tripled the size of his shoulders. “Who
did this?” he howled. “The southlanders must be behind it!” He
lifted his two-handed sword above his head, a weapon that would
topple a lesser man.

“Enough!” Alse-Lorie howled.

King Jourmande had slumped in his seat at the
high table. The court had quieted its panic at Alse’s word.

“We must not lose heart or hope!” she continued.
“Most of all, we must not lose our minds. We must launch a formal
investigation—a calm, collected, rational investigation.”

The three-dozen or so knights in the court had
looks of inconsolable rage, a rage that forbade rational thought
and demanded violence and bloodshed. Every knight, that is, except
the Knight of Lorh, Sir Darius, whose eyes scanned across the room,
examining, calculating. In a moment’s span, Alse-Lorie had no doubt
in her mind that Sir Darius was involved.

“Uriel!” King Jourmande shouted, and at His
Majesty’s loud voice the court had a silence deeper than it had
ever seen before.

The green wizard, Uriel, appeared from the dark
shadows, clutching a knobbed staff of wood half again his height.
In the right corner of the room where he had hid silently, knights
and servants alike cleared away from him, fearful of his great
power. “What do you seek of me, Your Majesty?” The dim torchlight
illuminated his ancient gray eyes, his long gray beard. He turned
his steely gaze to the king.

Uriel never failed to unnerve Alse-Lorie.

“What say you?” Jourmande continued. “Who
committed this heinous crime?”

“I am not ashamed, Your Majesty, to say that I
do not know,” Uriel began. “Not even the wisest can see all. And
not even the All-Seeing Orb can look into the past.”

“You disappoint me, Uriel,” Jourmande
growled.

“Then your expectations are too high,” said
Uriel. “I am not here in your service. I serve only the Council of
the Twelve and its All-Seeing Eye. I am not even here to protect
you, but only to watch you, and keep an eye on the goings-on of the
Lion Throne.”

Only a wizard would dare speak so rudely in the
Zarube king’s court.

“And yet,” Uriel said, “I have my
suspicions.”

“Then say them,” Jourmande said.

Sir Darius had fallen back into the crowd,
perhaps hoping to disappear.

“I believe your enemy is here in this room,
among us,” Uriel said. “I believe someone standing here plunged the
knife into Ramir and his guards, betrayed you utterly, and is
working under the pay of your enemies.”

There were a few gasps; lords, ladies, and
knights looked around at each other, wishing Uriel spoke a
falsehood but secretly believing he had told the truth.

“I believe,” Uriel continued, and the room again
turned quiet, “that the southern Empire is on the march. They are
warmongers, King Jourmande. Having sensed the nation of Zarubain’s
weakness, there is little doubt that they will arrive at your
borders… assault your castles and towns.”

King Jourmande’s face was little changed; he
already had the look of a man defeated. Alse-Lorie wanted nothing
more than to soothe his worries, to awaken the lion within him once
again. But she had no
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