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 Chapter One: Halitor the
Hapless


Halitor’s career as an apprentice
Hero ended with a girl’s scream.

The cry echoed through the woods of
Loria where the young Hero and his apprentice-master rode, looking
for trouble and hoping not to find it. The two riders turned toward
the sound, drawn by duty to somebody’s doom.

As they neared the source of the
disturbance, Bovrell the Bold waved Halitor forward, and the boy
spurred his horse toward the screams. His sweating hands could
scarcely hold the reins as his Master shouted instructions. Halitor
burst into a clearing and reined to a halt so abrupt that he nearly
flew out of the saddle.

A girl with dark hair and a torn
gown struggled in the grip of an ogre, and it was Halitor’s job to
set matters right. Under his breath Halitor muttered, “I am a Hero.
I am a Hero,” over and over in hopes of convincing himself it was
true. He thought of the Hero’s Guide in his saddlebag. He’d
memorized the section on fighting ogres, but it didn’t seem helpful
now.

As Halitor prepared to dismount,
the monster turned its attention to him. When it did, it loosed its
grip on the Fair Maiden, who pulled herself from the ogre’s grasp.
Instead of running, she stood watching her rescuers. Fair Maidens,
Halitor knew, were so often too frozen with fear to escape when
they might.

“That’s right,” Bovrell the Bold
called from where he sat on his horse, well away from the fight and
ready to fly back down the mountain if necessary. “Fight monsters
afoot, lest your horse spook and spill you.”

Halitor, distracted by his
apprentice-master in the act of dismounting, landed with his legs
tangled. He wobbled, nearly fell, and dropped his sword, clutching
at his saddle to save himself. The ogre stepped toward him with an
evil grin. Before Halitor could right himself, the Fair Maiden
caught up the fallen sword, turned, and stabbed the monster between
the plates of its armor. Green blood poured out and the ogre fell,
twitching and thrashing as it died. The girl jumped back, looking
rather green herself. She turned her back on the corpse and let the
sword fall, swaying. Behind her, the ogre gave a final twitch, and
the clanking of armor died away as the monster stopped breathing.
Bovrell rode up and jabbed the ogre once with his lance.

“‘Halitor the Hero,’“ Bovrell
hissed as he passed the still-staggering young man. “Halitor the
Hopeless. You couldn’t rescue a lost kitten, let alone a Fair
Maiden.”

Especially not a Fair Maiden.
Halitor knew that. When he got within a spear’s throw of a comely
maiden—and to him, from his safe distance, they were all comely—he
turned more hopelessly hapless than ever. Twice in the last month
Bovrell had been obliged to ride to the rescue of both Halitor and
the maidens he’d been trying to save. He would never become a Hero
at this rate. And now the girl he was meant to rescue had taken his
sword and killed the ogre herself.

He didn’t know if her action left
him envious, admiring, or even more humiliated. It didn’t matter.
He couldn’t thank or blame her, because he couldn’t even open his
mouth. Girls had that effect on him. They scared him, leaving him
even more clumsy and tongue-tied than usual.

While Halitor stood speechless and
miserable, Bovrell caught up his horse, led it to the Fair Maiden,
and helped her to mount. Then both rode off.

Alone with the dead ogre, Halitor
pulled off his helmet and watched them go. Desperately trying not
to cry, he picked up his sword and wiped it on the grass, taking
care not to look at the corpse, he sheathed the weapon and began
the long walk back to their lodgings in Carthor. The late-afternoon
sun beat on him until he dripped sweat, before at last it sank
below the horizon. Halitor muttered and kicked at rocks as he
walked. Bovrell was right. He was a thrice-cursed misbegotten fool
who’d never make anything of himself. He’d been an apprentice,
bound to Bovrell the Bold, for almost three years, and he would
never, ever, be any good at Heroing.

Bovrell never fell over his own
sword or let his horse wander off while he slept. And never, not
once, had he failed in a quest because he couldn’t find a clean
pocket-handkerchief. Bovrell always had well-combed hair and a
smooth-shaved face. Halitor’s mouse-brown hair grew in several
directions at once, and while he didn’t yet need to shave, he kept
getting pimples in unfortunate places.

All the way to their inn, and it
was a long walk, Halitor muttered and grumbled and called himself
seven kinds of idiot. Then he started making excuses. It wasn’t his
fault girls made him so nervous. She should have had more patience.
He’d have picked up his sword and done the job, given enough time.
Why couldn’t she have waited, like a proper Fair Maiden? The Hero’s
Guide to Battles, Rescues, and the Slaying of Monsters never said
anything about Fair Maidens using swords or defending themselves.
To Halitor, the Guide was Truth, and he didn’t know what to do
about a girl who didn’t follow the rules. It didn’t say anything
about leaving apprentices to walk home, either.

By the time he reached the Drunken
Bard, the inn where he stayed with Bovrell, Halitor had decided one
thing. He would have to give up the Hero business and take up a
line of work where you never saw girls. Yeti-herding on the
snow-covered slopes of the Ice Castle sprang to mind.

Bovrell seemed to agree that
Halitor needed another line of work. When Halitor, foot-weary and
heart-sore, knocked on his master’s door in the small hours to tell
him he was back, the Hero opened the door a crack, stuck his head
out, and said, “The gods themselves couldn’t teach you to be a
Hero. You’re sacked.” Then he shut the door again.

Halitor wanted to ride out right
then and prove him wrong. But he couldn’t. For one thing, Bovrell
wasn’t wrong. Halitor knew he made a terrible hero. For another, he
was too tired and hungry. So he went downstairs and found a loaf of
bread in the kitchen, ate it, and went to bed.

The rising sun woke the hapless
would-be Hero, though he would have preferred to sleep. He made his
way to Bovrell’s room, scuffling his feet and feeling sorry for
himself. When he knocked on the door, no one answered. He opened it
cautiously and looked in. The bed was empty. So was the corner
where Bovrell had dumped his packs. Halitor turned to go to the
stable and find his horse, but a rough hand descended on his bony
shoulder.

“Here, boy! Your master’s gone off
without paying, but I’ll have it out of you, by
Scarpeg!”

Halitor turned. “I can’t pay, sir.
He took everything. He didn’t even give me my pocket-money.” He
swallowed hard to keep from crying. “He said I was sacked, because
I’m a rotten apprentice Hero and I drop my sword.”

The innkeeper, never letting go of
his shoulder, looked the skinny boy over with disfavor. He gave an
especial scowl at the cowlick that stood straight up from the
unruly brown hair on Halitor’s forehead. “If you’ve no money, you
can scrub pots. And comb your hair first.” Then he let go Halitor’s
shoulder, so he could grab the boy’s ear.

“Ow!” The innkeeper ignored
Halitor’s shout and held the ear tighter, marching him down the
stairs and through the kitchen. “You’re a kitchen boy now, ‘til you
work off your debt.”

Before he knew what was up, Halitor
found himself in the kitchen yard with a vast tub of soapy water, a
mountain of dirty cookware, and a sore ear. He rubbed his ear and
stared at the pots, with no idea how this had happened to him, nor
what to do with the dishes.

Halitor’s humiliation was complete
when the girl who had rescued herself appeared in the yard next to
him. Her hair was perfectly combed and tied neatly back from a pale
face. She watched him struggle with the dirty pots.

“I didn’t know Heroes washed
dishes,” she said after a time, during which Halitor tried very
hard not to notice she was there, and lost his dish-scrubber three
times in the murky water.

“They don’t,” he said without
looking up. “I’m not a Hero anymore. I’m just a kitchen
boy.”

“Oh.” She watched while he
struggled with a big pot, then reached around him and shoved it
into place. She did it with ease, despite being a head shorter than
he was.

“Thanks,” Halitor said
morosely.

She didn’t say anything. Nor did
she go away, which made him clumsier, as always happened when he
got close to anything female. He dropped a kettle on his
foot.

Halitor jumped around and swore in
three languages and six dialects. Travels with Bovrell had been
educational in some ways, if not in the manner intended.

“I didn’t know Heroes swore,
either,” the girl said.

“Kitchen boys curst well
do!”

“I’m sorry you aren’t a Hero any
more. I wanted you to teach me to use a sword.”

Halitor dropped the pot again. This
time he didn’t even bother cursing. “You want me to teach you?
But,” he swallowed miserably, “I dropped my sword. You’re the one
who killed that ogre.”

“I’m sure it was just beginner’s
luck. And I’m sure you are a wonderful swordsman when you aren’t so
nervous, and distracted by your master. Anyway, even a
hero-in-training who drops his sword knows more about fighting than
a kitchen wench.”

Halitor didn’t explain that he
would always be nervous when rescuing Fair Maidens. Instead, he
asked, “You’re a kitchen wench?”

“Why else would I be here in the
kitchen yard with a mountain of potatoes to peel?”

He hadn’t noticed what she was
doing, since she made him too nervous to look at her. “You aren’t a
Princess?”

“Of course not. Princesses don’t
peel potatoes. I’m a kitchen wench.” She picked up a spud and
started peeling, as if to prove her point. “Besides, Princesses
have long blonde hair.” There was no denying hers was a rich dark
brown, and not much more than shoulder length.

“But ogres are only supposed to
carry off Princesses. The Hero’s Guide to Battles, Rescues, and the
Slaying of Monsters says so.”

“Perhaps the ogre was confused.
Your master seemed to think like you,” she added. “He was all for
riding off into the sunset and living happily ever after, until I
said I had to get back to scrub the vegetables for dinner or I’d
get a licking. Then he couldn’t be rid of me fast enough. Said I’d
let myself be rescued under false pretenses.”

“You rescued yourself. And,” he
remembered a grievance, “you left me to walk back to
town.”

She blushed. “I’m sorry about that.
It—I—It wasn’t a nice thing to do.”

“No. It wasn’t.” Halitor turned
back to the mountain of dirty pots. “So, if you please, just leave
me alone.”

After she left with her basket of
peeled potatoes, he thought that he could at least have asked her
name.


So Halitor the Hero became Halitor
the Kitchen Boy, and his sword rusted in the corner of the stable
loft where he slept, while he tried to forget he’d ever dreamed of
battles and adventures.

When he wasn’t washing pots and
hauling water from the well or garbage to the river, or trying to
dry his clothes, which were always wet from his slops and spills,
he spent his time dodging the girl.

Young men who try to avoid young
women are doomed to failure.

The girl, whose name he eventually
learned was Melly, always seemed to be somewhere about. When
Halitor lagged behind in his pot scrubbing, which he often did
because he was not at all good at it, Melly found his missing soap,
made him a new scrubbing pad, or took a few pots aside and scrubbed
them herself. Since her presence made Halitor so nervous that he
dropped even more pans, she worked silently and behind his back, so
that after a while he forgot to notice her.

After many, many days of her help,
Halitor managed to mutter, “Thanks, Melly.” Then he turned bright
red and dropped a pot on his foot.

The next day he said it again and
turned a little pink, and didn’t drop anything at all.

By the end of the week, he could
say “Thank you” and not even blush. It helped that Melly always
wore ragged and shapeless clothes, so she hardly looked like his
idea of a Girl. Not that he looked at her closely enough to tell,
not if he could help it. In just a few short weeks of being yelled
at by cooks and customers and Derker the Innkeeper, Halitor had
learned to keep his head down and not look anyone in the
face.

When he got used to her being
about, Halitor began to talk to Melly. He had to talk to someone or
burst, though he still didn’t look at her if he could help it.
Because it was most on his mind, he told her how he had ended up a
kitchen boy in a scrubby town far from his own scrubby
village.

He told her about his father, the
village smith. “When I was little, we thought I’d be his apprentice
and become the smith after him. Then when I was nine, I set the
forge on fire. Ma put it out with her tub of wash water, but Da
said I couldn’t work there any more. I dropped too many things. And
Ma said I couldn’t have anything more to do with fire. Her favorite
skirt was in that washtub, and it was completely
ruined.”

“But you never went and did it on
purpose!” Melly protested.

“Nay. I tripped. Accidents always
happen where I am.”

Neither had any answer to that.
Halitor had just dropped yet another kettle on his foot, so Melly
took and washed it while he hopped about and cursed in the secret
language of Kargor, the next country east of his home in
Duria.

Over the following weeks he told
her his whole story. How from age nine to fourteen he had been
offered to every tradesman in the village, and sent back from each
within a week because he had broken or spilled or ruined something
expensive, or hurt himself. Even the farmers wouldn’t have him
after he’d stuck a sickle in his own leg. When that was healed, he
just moped about the house waiting for something to
happen.

“When I was fourteen, Bovrell the
Bold saved our village from a giant, chased the monster right off
back to the hills. Da somehow convinced him he needed an
apprentice, and told me not to move or do anything until I was
signed on and away. He said if I came back from this one he’d feed
me to the pigs. He told Bovrell I was big and strong and couldn’t
seem to settle. Since that’s most of what you need to be a Hero,
and since Da paid him, he took me on. Only,” he said with more
weariness than bitterness, “to be a Hero you need to be able to use
a weapon without hitting your own horse. Or dropping it, or bashing
yourself on the helmet and knocking yourself out.”

When looked at in that light,
Halitor had done rather well in the incident involving Melly and
the ogre. But she didn’t say anything. She just looked sympathetic,
and he kept talking, without noticing how little she said about
herself.

After two more weeks, Melly asked,
“Halitor, even though you aren’t maybe as good as you wish you
were, don’t you think you could teach me a little about swords and
knives and fighting?”

“Do you want to be a Hero?” he
said, and laughed. “You know girls can’t be Heroes. They have to be
Fair Maidens. It would…confuse…things if girls were Heroes and
rescued Fair Maidens.” His head spun a bit at all the
implications.

“I don’t want to be a Hero. And I’m
not a Fair Maiden, just a kitchen wench. I want to be able to
defend myself when there are monsters about.” She reminded him of
how they met. “I want to be safe even when a Hero decides he
doesn’t want to waste his time on a kitchen wench.”

Halitor was confused, but he
couldn’t seem to refuse Melly when she asked a favor. She had some
mysterious power over him, and thinking about it made him nervous,
so he just did as she asked.

 


That evening when all the pots were
washed and the potatoes for breakfast peeled and cut and set to
soak in cold water, and the floors scrubbed and the fires laid for
morning, Halitor went with Melly to the stable and took his sword
from its corner and showed her how to hold it. Because he was
thinking about making sure she didn’t drop it, he didn’t even
notice that he held it comfortably.

“It’s heavy,” he warned her as he
handed it over. Melly took it and held it more easily than he had
when he began learning. Melly’s work in the kitchen—which like
Halitor’s involved hauling heavy loads about—made her a great deal
stronger than she looked, and she had more grace than he expected.
She explained that a kitchen wench wasn’t at all the same thing as
a Fair Maiden, let alone a Princess. A kitchen wench worked for her
living and built some muscle doing it. Halitor taught her the
simplest sword drill he knew, and fell asleep while she
practiced.

After that, they went to the stable
every night after work and practiced. It was the end of summer, and
there was just enough light in the stable yard still to see what
they were doing. As the fall moved on and it grew darker in the
evenings, Melly lit a torch and they practiced by its light.
Halitor found a barrel-stave and used his belt knife to carve a
passable wooden practice sword so that they could spar, once she
learned a few basic moves and the cuts he’d gotten on his hands
carving it had healed. After she left each night, he practiced
more, because soon she was nearly as good as he was. For the first
time, having explained it all to someone else, he understood what
he needed to do to improve. He only hit himself in the foot once,
and since
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