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The Dying Boy

 

It was hot in my room, dark and stifling. The heavy red curtains were drawn against the window in such a way that not even a bare trickle of light could seep into the room, and the window behind them was firmly locked. The healer had suggested it a month or so ago, convinced that sunlight and fresh air would actually make me worse, but I didn't know how that was possible, considering the fact I was dying.

Not that anyone would say that to my face, of course, for fear of upsetting me, perhaps, or just because they didn't want to accept that a seventeen-year-old boy, Prince Candale of Carnia, was dying, but I knew it all the same. It wasn't a complete surprise to me either, as I'd never been particularly strong, suffering from seizures all of my life. But I'd never thought that I would die like this, wasting away in the darkness of my room.

It had all started innocently enough, with a few bad headaches and the odd dizzy spell. After I'd almost collapsed in the Great Hall one evening, my father, Prince Gerian, had insisted that I go to bed. I had gone, complaining the whole time, insisting it was just a bad summer's cold and that I'd be all right again in a few days. Only I'd gotten worse, and quickly, too, and within a few weeks I was bedridden. 

Some days were better than others. On the good days I could sit up; I could even hold a conversation with someone, although it might take me a while to get my words out. But on the bad days I was unable to do anything for myself; somebody had to wash me, feed me, even turn me over. It was something I had found embarrassing, at first, but after a while, as the bad days had become more frequent, it had no longer seemed to matter. In fact, I had become grateful for the help. My strength had gone and it had taken my dignity with it, leaving me trapped in my bedroom, in my red-covered bed, at the mercy of the healers who came, and went, and failed all the while, to cure me.

When my bedroom door swung open, it brought with it a much-needed blast of fresh air and light. For a moment I could only blink, as my eyes adjusted to it, but then my vision cleared and I saw my sister, Aylara, standing there, peering around the door. She gave me a bright, but nervous grin. "Hello," she said.

"Hello," I replied.

Then her blue eyes narrowed. "Gods, Dale, you look awful. Like a living skeleton."

"Thank you," I said, dryly. I struggled to sit upright, pulling myself up against the red silken cushions, shoving them as best as I could beneath me to support my back and shoulders. But moving like this hurt, it made my arms ache, and in the end Aylara had to come over and help me, holding me up while she arranged the cushions behind me. "Thank you," I said again, genuinely this time.

"Would you like to go outside?" she asked me in a quiet voice. The struggle it had been for me to sit upright had robbed her of her bright smile.

"I'd love to," I said. "But I can't walk."

"I'm not asking you that, Dale. I'm asking if you want to go outside."

"Then, yes, I would."

"Good." She gave me another bright smile and then turned on her heel and walked out of my room, closing the door behind her. For a moment I could only stare at the wooden obstacle, not sure what to think. Had Aylara really come to see me, and helped me to sit up, just so she could ask me if I wanted to go outside? It was such an odd thing to do, especially when she already knew the answer.  I was desperate to be taken outside, to feel the sun on my face, smell the lush grass and feel a cool breeze against my skin. Was she just trying to torment me? Confuse me? Or was this some sort of surreal dream?

A moment later, the door opened again and Aylara returned, but this time she had Lord Kal with her.

Kal had been my friend for years, since I was a child. He was a few years older than me, being twenty-three, but we had always gotten on well together. He had taught me to hunt, with birds and with dogs, and the first time I had ever gotten drunk had been with him. He had always been a major part of my life and often came with Aylara to visit me, so to see them together was no real surprise. But the look in his eyes now made me instantly suspicious. He looked nervous.

"I'll take the blankets and pillow downstairs," my sister said. "You can carry Dale for me." I watched in silent amazement as she opened the carved chest that stood at the foot of the bed and helped herself to two blankets and a spare pillow. Kal, meanwhile, was picking up my black, silk robe from over the arm of the chair in the corner of my room. 

"Carry me?" I whispered.

"Outside," Aylara said, over her shoulder. "It's what you want, isn't it? To sit in the garden?"

"Yes," I said. "But...but Father won't like this."

"Father isn't here," Aylara replied. "And I'll take full responsibility for this."

"Oh," I said. "All right. If...if you're prepared to stand up to him, then it's not my place to argue with you."

Kal studied me and then half turned to my sister. "I'm not so sure this is a good idea," he said, in a low voice. "He looks terrible. Maybe your father is right; perhaps rest is the best thing for him."

"No," I said. "It...it is a good idea. I've rested all summer."

"Just bring him, Kal," Aylara said, in her no nonsense voice, and she left the room carrying the blankets in her arms. Kal looked back at me.

"You have your orders," I said, with a forced grin. 

"Yes, I do," Kal replied, with an equally forced smile, as he came toward me with my robe in his hands. He slipped it around my shoulders and leaned over to pick me up. "Oh," he said in a quiet voice, more to himself I think. "You hardly weigh anything, my prince." His face had turned ashen; his soft brown eyes were shadowed with worry.

"I know," I said. "I know. I am tall, though. Don't bang me on anything."

Kal laughed but it sounded strained. "You're the clumsy one," he said. "All legs and arms, always colliding with things or falling over. I think I can manage to carry you outside without knocking you against anything." He lifted me higher in his arms, cradling me against his chest, and carried me out of my bedchamber.

I hadn't left my bedchamber in almost three months, so it felt a little strange to be carried through it now, to see that it was exactly how I had left it, even down to the book I had been reading left open on my couch. I probably wouldn't get the chance to finish the book now and, only vaguely, did I wonder what the ending was.

"It feels like I have been ill forever," I told Kal. "I can't remember what it was like to be well anymore."

"No," Kal said, as we left my suite and entered the corridor outside. "It hasn't been forever. It wasn't so long ago that you were in trouble for climbing out onto the castle roof. Do you remember?"

I laughed faintly as the image came back to my mind of how it had been that spring evening when I had climbed up onto one of the castle roofs and watched the sun set. It was before I had fallen ill, before all of this had happened to me. "I do remember," I said, clinging a little tighter to Kal's strong body as he started to go down the stairs. "Am I getting heavy?" 

"No," he said. He met my eyes just briefly. The worry was still there. "You weigh less than your sister." He flushed. "Less than a kitten."

"When...when will you be betrothed officially?" I asked.

Kal hesitated. "Candale." Then he sighed. "After."

"After?" Then it came to me. "Oh. After I'm dead?"

"Yes."

I swallowed tightly, trying to force back the lump that had formed in my throat. This was the first time that anyone had mentioned my death, my dying, out loud to me. Hearing it spoken seemed to strike the realisation of it home, like a sharp blow to my belly, and for a moment I couldn't breathe. "S-so you think I'm going to die?" I whispered finally.

"I don't know," he said honestly. "Aylara fears it. She cries about it nearly every day. No one knows how to make you better, Candale, and you can't go on being ill forever. You will either get better on your own or..."

"Or I will die."

"Yes."

"Oh."

"I'm sorry, Candale."

"No," I said, closing my eyes briefly. "No. It's all right. You...you're not telling me something that I don't already know."

"I'm sorry," he said again.

I just shrugged my shoulders. There wasn't anything else that either of us could say and Kal continued to carry me in silence.

I soon realised where he was taking me and my heart started to race with nervous excitement. We were headed towards my mother's garden, her own private area of grass, trees and flowers, mostly roses, in all the colours of the rainbow. It was also home to a dozen or so peafowl, which wandered around it, happily making a lot of noise, the males flashing their beautiful tail-feathers at the females. It was here that my sister and I had played together as children and where I had often gone, as a youth, to be alone. It was an ideal place to take me now, as there was little chance of being spotted, or of anyone coming across us by accident. It was also peaceful, which was something that I craved. But most of all, it was one of my favourite places to go in the entire castle, the place I had dreamed about, more often than not, while I lay in my bed. I couldn't believe that I was being taken there now.

Kal had to kick open the garden door so he could carry me outside, and then I was hit with the heady scent of roses and the sweet smell of the long grass. It was a warm day, but not as hot as the middle of summer would have been. There was a pleasant breeze and the leaves on the trees were already turning golden brown. I sighed contentedly. 

Aylara had spread out a blanket for me on the grass and arranged the pillow. Kal set me down gently, pausing to tighten the sash of my robe around my waist.

"Oh," I whispered slowly. "Oh, I love this."

"I thought that you might," my sister said. She covered me over in the second blanket. "Warm enough?"

"Too warm," I said. She eased the blanket down to lie around my middle and stroked my hair. "Better. Thank you."

"This is a good idea, right, Dale? You're not too tired for this?"

"No," I assured her, giving her a weak smile. "No, this is lovely." I closed my eyes. "I'm just going to lie here, with my eyes closed, for a moment or two. I-I won't be asleep, I'll just be resting." I opened my eyes again to look at Aylara and lifted my hand as best I could to shake my finger at her. "So no talking about me."

"We have better things to talk about than you."

"No, you don't," I said. I closed my eyes again. "The world revolves around me."

Though my eyes were shut, I could tell that Aylara was smiling at me as she answered, "Of course it does, Dale. Of course."

I listened to the sound of the birds for a while, and just enjoyed feeling the sun on my face. It was remarkable how alive and real everything felt outside in the fresh air and in the sunshine. In my room, time seemed to stop. It had felt, sometimes, as though there was no one else alive. There had been no other sounds, no other presence, except for when people came to visit me, and when I was alone, it felt as though there was only me in the world. I had forgotten how good just the sound of a bird singing could be, or the noise of a cricket chirping. It was so nice to feel the wind on my face, to feel it blowing through my hair, like the touch of gentle fingers moving. I felt alive. Even as weak as I was, as tired as I was, I felt alive.

My sister and Kal talked while I rested; well they gossiped really. It was strange to listen to their soft voices and to think about how much I had missed lying in that sterile room of mine. While I had been lying in that bed, dying slowly, the rest of the world had gone on without me. People had gone on having arguments, falling in love, having babies, continuing with their lives the way that they had before I had fallen ill. My presence, or lack of it, had made no difference. The world didn't need me in it. The world could go on without me, and it was strange to realise that it had, while for me everything had stopped.

Their voices washed over me until Aylara started to talk about my parents. "They keep fighting," she said. "Mother isn't even talking to Father now, I think. They were so quiet at dinner last night and then she just left, before the second course was even brought out, and Father didn't say a word to her."

"I wish I had been there," Kal whispered, "and offered you support. I know how hard this is for you."

I struggled to open my eyes; they felt so heavy. "Why are they arguing?" I asked weakly.

Aylara didn't look up at me. She had picked some daisies and was threading them together to make a chain, as we had done when we were children. She had always looked like a doll, my pretty sister, and now she resembled one more than ever with those daises in her lap. She was a sixteen-year-old doll, with long, blonde hair, and large, blue eyes that were framed by the longest eyelashes I had ever seen on anyone. She dressed in the height of current Court fashion, but then, Lara set the fashion trends, was the centre of Court life, even when she didn't try to be. And she always looked as though looking beautiful took no trouble at all, but I knew that wasn't the case, having been forced to wait for her for several hours while she got ready for something as simple as a hunting trip.

"I thought you were asleep," she said. "I wouldn't have mentioned it if I had known you were awake."

"Why?" I whispered. I licked my lips. My mouth was dry. Kal must have realised, as he leaned in toward me with a mug of water. I realised then, that they had brought out some food with them and had wine that they were drinking. Kal lifted me up gently and I sipped the water gratefully, spilling most of it down my chin and throat. Kal smiled at me as he cleaned it up with the corner of the blanket, and then he settled me back down again. "They're my parents, too. Besides, I told you I wasn't going to sleep."

"I didn't want to worry you." She set the chain of daises down and gave me a sad look. "They argue all the time, Candale. I don't think they have said one word to each other in the last few days that hasn't been angry or hostile in some way, or even, just coldly polite."

"Is it my fault?" I whispered. "Are they fighting about me?"

"Yes," Aylara replied, "they're fighting about you, but no, of course it's not your fault!"

I was beginning to feel very tired; that familiar heavy feeling was washing over me and everything was turning dark. I struggled to draw the blanket higher to cover me. Kal leaned over and smoothed it carefully up to my shoulders. "Thanks," I told him.

"Do you want to go back inside?" he asked me gently.

"No. I can sleep here. In a minute." I settled down, gripping the blanket tightly in my hands and turned back to my sister. "Lara, I can talk to them, if you want. I can tell them not to argue about me. What are they saying?"

"They say," she hesitated. "Well, Mother says that you're her son, that it's worth anything if a cure can be found for you. Father insists that you're not going to die, that you're just weak and she's overreacting. Then Mother mentions this woman, Mayrila, and Father gets really angry at her and the argument usually ends with one of them storming off and slamming the door..." Aylara sighed. "The argument doesn't always start off being about you. Sometimes Father will accuse Mother of not making a big enough effort with the evening meal, with the occasional banquet, or the plans for the Summer Dance. And she will then accuse him of being a 'cold and callous bastard', and demand to know how she can possibly make an effort when you're ill and that they should cancel the damn dance anyway. Then they go on arguing about you and about this Mayrila woman. They're so worried about you and I don't think Mother can sleep. She cries all the time. It just makes things hard for them."

"She doesn't come to see me very often," I said. The relaxing sound of the birds was starting to become a loud intrusion in my ears, the peacocks crowing like a screech for the dying. I longed for some peace and quiet. Darkness was swelling around me. I needed to sleep. I closed my eyes.

"She comes when you sleep. She finds it easier." I felt warm fingers against my face, in my hair, and my sister's sweet perfume as she leaned over to kiss my forehead. "Don't worry about it, Dale, just go to sleep. Sleep well and have good dreams. And maybe when you feel better, because I know that you will, you'll come swimming with me. It really isn't any fun without you splashing me and pulling on my legs."

I struggled to grin at her, though I didn't open my eyes. "First thing I shall do, when I'm well, is splash you, Lara," I promised. 

They fell silent for a while to let me sleep.
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I woke up as the world suddenly moved around me. I gasped, opened my eyes and found myself staring up at the bearded countenance of Davn, one of my father's men. He had lifted me up into his arms and I could hear my sister berating him behind his back. "He wants to stay outside," she snapped. "Davn, put him down."

"I don't take orders from you, Princess Aylara," Davn replied, "but from your father. Please bring in the blankets. Don't leave them out here to get wet."

"I will not," she snapped. "Put him down now!" She sounded like a child in the throes of a temper-tantrum, as though at any moment she would stamp her foot and toss her hair. 

"Please," I added in a whisper. Davn looked down at me. His brown eyes were cold, hard, almost black. He looked weary of me, as though being sent outside to fetch me was more effort than he could be bothered with. I got the feeling that he wished that I would just die to make things easier for him, and for everyone else. "Please? I really want to stay outside."

"No," he said simply, a sharp end to the argument, at least, as far as he was concerned. 

"Let him stay," Kal said. "I'll take him in later, put him to bed. The prince is fine. We are looking after him."

"If you can call this 'looking after him', then yes, you were. However, Prince Gerian doesn't consider it 'looking after' and, as I take my orders from him, I'm taking Prince Candale back inside and putting him to bed." He turned and walked away from my sister, carrying me across the grass in his arms, still wrapped up in one of the blankets. I started to struggle in his grip, wriggling about, trying to strike his shoulders, demanding that he just put me down, but my blows can't have felt like anything more than a snowflake falling on a snowman, and he just ignored me.

"I'm going to talk to my father about this!" I heard my sister yell.

"Do that, Princess," Davn said, calling back over his shoulder, and then we were inside.

"Please," I said again, as Davn carried me back upstairs to my bedroom. I was painfully aware of the looks passing servants and courtiers were giving me as I was carried back to my chambers in my nightgown and robe, begging to be taken back outside. They were looks of pity and I had never been looked at like that before. "Oh, for Drakan's sake, please let me go. I was fine; it felt good to be outside, in the fresh air. My room smells of sickness, a-and it's so hot in there."

"It's not up to me," Davn replied. "I'm sorry."

"No," I whispered. "No you're not."

"No," Davn agreed. "I'm not. You should have stayed in your room."

"Why?" I asked him. "The...the summer is almost over and it isn't hurting anyone."

"You are an embarrassment, Candale, and as such you have to stay out of sight." He took me through into my bedroom and dropped me down onto my bed. "No one wants to see what you look like now. No one should have to see it, yet you let yourself be taken outside and flaunt it to the entire Court. You're supposed to be Prince Gerian's heir, a prince, second in line to the throne, and you should be acting like it. You should keep yourself out of sight so that no one has to see how weak and pathetic you are now, like a child. No, you're worse than a child because at least most children can walk, feed and bathe themselves. You're weak and pathetic like an old, old man." Unceremoniously he pulled off my dressing gown and tugged the heavy covers back up around me. I just goggled at him. 

In the seventeen years that I had known him, Davn had never once treated me with any respect. Oh, in public, in front of my parents, he might bow and use my title, but there had always been a mocking glint in his eyes. And in private he would be dismissive of me, ignoring me as if I was nothing more than a servant boy, making his dislike of me all too clear by his actions. I had no idea what I had done to make him hate me but I'd always tried not to let him bother me. And usually that was easy enough to do, but not this time. This was very different, because he had never spoken to me like this before. No one had. Before I had fallen ill, I had, for the most part, been treated how a prince should be treated, with respect, dignity and awe. As a sick prince I had become a patient, someone to scold for not taking his medicine, someone to prod and poke, to strip and wash, without any regard for my embarrassment, someone who wasn't even worth talking to, as most of my healers spoke about me over my head as though I wasn't there. Now it seemed I was less than that. Now I was nothing, a no one, and Davn felt he could talk to me however he wished. "Haven't you seen yourself in the mirror?"

"No," I said.

Davn walked away from me and picked up my silver framed hand-mirror from the top of my dressing table. He returned and held it up in front of me. "There," he said. "See for yourself what your parents are so ashamed of. See why they argue so much and why you have to stay in your room, out of the way, so no one has to see what you look like now."

I reached out to take the mirror from him, struggling to curl my fingers around it. I couldn't hold up the heavy weight of the silver frame so, with a muttered oath, Davn took it from me and moved it closer to my face. I blinked and then I found myself staring at a face I barely recognised.

When I had been well, my dark hair had been thick and inky, with loose curls, like my mother's, and it had hung down to brush my shoulders and frame my face. My eyes, large and violet, had been bright, and with my pointed chin, my face had been somewhat feline in appearance. I had been told that I was rather attractive, although I had never had much reason to think about the way that I looked at all.

But now the changes were so drastic I barely recognised myself. My hair was limp and dull with grease, it even felt thinner as it rested against my head and it no longer curled so wildly around my face, just stuck there. There were shadows around my bloodshot eyes, and they appeared dark and empty, not violet anymore, just a flat, muddy colour. My lips were white, almost colourless, and my cheeks were sunken, showing up my high cheekbones even more drastically. My pale skin, which used to burn easily in the summer if I went out and about for too long uncovered, was now a sickly unhealthy colour, almost yellow in hue. There was a thin, patchy layer of youthful beard on my face, which was neither full nor healthy. I looked like the living skeleton that Aylara had called me. I had thought she was just teasing me but now I knew that she hadn't been. I looked terrible. I looked as though I was already dead. 

I touched my face gently with my fingers, feeling the bones, the sunken cheeks, and then I saw what my illness had done to my hands. I had seen them before, of course, seen my whole body when the healers washed me, only I hadn't stopped to think anything of it. Now that Davn had drawn my attention to it, I noticed them. My hands were thin, the skin was nearly translucent and I could see the bones and the tendons beneath. They looked delicate, as though the skin was just wispy yellow paper wrapped around my fragile skeleton. I had always been slim, but now I was wasted.

Tears started to run down my face.

"Do you see," Davn asked me coldly, "why you're an embarrassment to your father and your grandfather?"

"They love me," I said. "I don't embarrass them, they love me."

"Yes," Davn said, almost wearily. "Yes, they love you, but they still wish that you weren't their first born son, their heir, after Gerian. They wish that they had someone stronger to call their own, not a boy prone to fits, not a boy who is now wasting away, not a boy who just left his room and showed the whole castle how sick and wasted he really is! They love you, but only because they have to."

"T-they wouldn't say this to you," I whispered thickly. I longed to yell at him, to tell him that this wasn't true, but I couldn't. Fear had gripped me. What if this was true? What if this was the way that my own father was talking about me behind my back? And my grandfather, the man who had taught me to ride, who had given me my first horse, who came to see me as often as he could while I lay sick, and secretly brought me sweet cakes and biscuits from the kitchen. What if he secretly resented me, too, and spoke about me, like that, to others? I couldn't stand that. 

"No," Davn agreed, and I almost collapsed with relief. "It's not something they would admit to anyone not of the family, but I can see it in their eyes. They want you to die and it would be easier on everyone if you did, instead of dragging it out like this."

Again I stared at him, unable to believe that he was saying things like this to me, but then it hit me. Davn saw this as our last meeting, the one before I died, and because of that he felt that he had nothing to lose by speaking freely to me. 

But I was damned if I was going to lie back and let him.

I struggled upright and Davn stood there, with his arms folded across his chest, watching me. He was almost amused by my struggles, by my gasps of pain and the sweat that beaded my forehead, ran down my face, and started to soak my nightshirt. Sitting upright was costing me more strength than anything should, but I was determined. And finally, when I was upright, I lifted my eyes to meet his. "Dying or not," I said. "I'm still your prince." Davn's eyes narrowed. "You will treat me with respect."

"Perhaps when you have earned it," Davn began.

"Whether you feel I have earned it or not it is immaterial. I am a prince. I am Sorron's grandson and you will respect me, or I will have you flogged." His dark eyes flashed fire at me. "Now, I want you to put my mirror back on the table and get out of my rooms."

"I'm not your servant," Davn said. "I do as your father tells me."

"Put the mirror back onto my table," I repeated. "And get out of my rooms." My voice croaked and died toward the end of my sentence, but I managed to get it all out. Davn just stared at me and for a moment I feared that he wouldn't do as I'd asked and I knew I wouldn't be able to force him. Even when I had been well, I hadn't had the strength, physically or mentally, to make this man do anything that I asked, and I was far from well now.

But he took the mirror from me, his eyes spitting with anger and there was a hard line to his shoulders that was his rage barely held in check. I feared that, perhaps, if I were well, he might have actually hit me. 

Davn turned away, set my mirror down onto the table with over-exaggerated care and then he left my rooms. The bedroom door slammed shut behind him and, with a gasp, I collapsed back against the pillows and started to cry.

I wept for a really long time. My body shook with sobs beyond my control, and the pain I felt, deep inside my stomach, seemed endless, a giant hole that threatened to swallow me. I was going to die. I knew it. I had feared it, and thought it, and considered it, as I lay in my room at night, unable to sleep. I had believed it and, yet, it hadn't seemed real to me, but now that I had seen my face in the mirror, seen the ravages that my illness had done to me, I knew I was going to die. I was going to wither away to nothing, if I could, indeed, wither away anymore. I was going to slowly rot, lying in this red-draped bed, with the smell of my own illness and rotting flesh in my nose. I was never going to see another winter. Never make a snowman, or throw balls of snow at my sister and Kal. I wasn't even going to go to the Summer Dance, the annual ball that marked the end of the summer, dressed in the black breeches embroidered with silver, and the tight fitting violet doublet that I had ordered from the tailor during the early stages of my illness when I had still thought that I would get well again. I doubted it would even fit me now, I was so thin. They would probably bury me in it. I hiccupped miserably. I was going to die here and there was nothing that I could do.

When arms encircled me, I was surprised, and then I was eased against a strong set of shoulders. The arms around me were warm and tight and I felt crushed and lost and yet, so safe, caught up in this stronger grip. I felt soft velvet beneath my fingers. 

It was my grandfather, King Sorron, dressed as he always was, in blue, to match his eyes. It was what had given him the nickname of 'the Sky King'. I hadn't seen him in three days - affairs of state always kept him so busy - and I had missed him, but I hadn't ever wanted him to see me like this. But now he was here, with his arms around me, and I could smell that familiar scent of his and feel his grey, shoulder length hair brushing against my face, I couldn't stop myself from crying.

"I'm so sorry," he whispered. "I really am." He eased me back with gentle hands, propping me up against the pillows. I rubbed my eyes and nose on the sleeve of my nightshirt with a heavy, numb arm. Sorron frowned at me and produced a soft handkerchief, edged in expensive white lace, from one of his pockets. "Candale, really," he chastised me gently. 

"Why?" I hiccupped at last. "Why are you sorry? What did you do?"

"I'm sorry for allowing your sister to take you outside," he said. "I feared that it would be too much for you, but she insisted that it wouldn't be, that she and Kal would take care of you."

"No." I shook my head. "No, it isn't that. I...I loved being outside, but...but you didn't tell my father. He had me brought in."

"No, I didn't, because I knew he would fight me on it. Your father listens to the healers too much when they say that you must stay in bed, with the windows closed, but I had my doubts, as what they recommended didn't seem to be helping you very much. When Aylara came to me with her request to take you outside, I agreed to it because I knew how much you wanted it yourself. I didn't think it would hurt to try something different. I'm only sorry it ended like this." He wiped at my eyes with his handkerchief. "Would you like some water?" I nodded and watched as he leaned over to my bedside table to pour me a glass. "If it wasn't that you were tired, then why were you crying?"

 "I-I don't want to die," I said, my voice shaking.

Sorron turned to look at me sharply, spilling the water down the side of the glass. He barely seemed to notice. "Who told you that you were going to die?" he demanded.

"N-no one told me," I whispered. "I fear it and then I saw m-myself in the mirror and what else can I think? I don't even look like myself anymore." I swallowed painfully. "T-the water," I whispered. "Please?"

"Oh. Of course." My grandfather supported my head as he let me sip the water. I drank slowly, trying not to spill it as I had earlier, not wanting to embarrass myself any further before my king, only I doubted that Sorron noticed. He wasn't being my king now, he was being my grandfather. There was concern in his blue eyes and I could see how tired he was. There were rings around his eyes and bags beneath them. He had lost weight, too. He had never been a large man - neither he, nor my father, nor myself - but he was tall, and strong. At least, he had been, but now he seemed thinner somehow. Was it worrying about me that had done this to him? "Better?" I nodded. "Good boy." Sorron set down the glass and then settled me back on the bed, the heavy covers smoothed over me so that I couldn't move. "Who let you look in the mirror?"

"Davn, but I insisted," I lied. "I-I wanted to. It has been three months since I last saw my face." I was covering for Davn, not for his sake, really, but for my own, and for that of my father. The last thing that any of us needed, on top of my illness, was to worry about the inappropriate way that my father's bodyguard and friend had spoken to me. I wondered if Davn would appreciate my silence. It was doubtful. He probably saw it as part of my honour to keep silent about our conversation, something that I had to do, and he probably wouldn't have expected me to even consider telling my grandfather about it. It was no one else's business but our own, after all.

Sorron frowned. "You look terrible, Candale," he said. "Yes, you do. And yes, I can see how you would think that you were going to die. Your mother, your father, your sister, they all fear it." He grabbed both my hands suddenly, holding them tightly. "But I'm not going to let that happen."

I tried to laugh only I started to cough instead.  The coughs shook my body and the more I coughed, the harder it became to stop. My grandfather gathered me up, held me upright as I coughed and spluttered in his arms. I could feel something bitter in my mouth, a familiar copper taste and, when the coughing fit finally died and I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand, I found blood there. For a moment I could only stare at it, my eyes wide and my body very still, and then I lifted my gaze to meet Sorron's and saw fear in his eyes. Silently he wiped the blood away with his handkerchief, smearing red across the white cloth, before he lay me back down on the bed.

"Candale," my grandfather said very slowly. "I'm going to do all I can to help you."

"But I-I thought that you had. All those healers you sent for...some of them were so famous and from so far away...what else can you try?"

"There is someone else," my grandfather said quietly. "And I know she can succeed where others have failed."

"Then...then why didn't you send for her before? Why would you hold something back from me if you thought that it could save me?"

"Not me, Candale." Sorron soothed my hair. "Your father. He doesn't like this person, he doesn't trust her and he fears what will happen to you if we let her near you, but I don't think that we have a lot of choice." I nodded. I was feeling weary now, so I let my eyes flicker shut again. "Do you trust me?"

"Yes, sir," I whispered. "You know I do."

"Then trust me on this, I'm not going to let you die. Now, can I get you anything else before I go?"

"No," I whispered. "I'm all right, but will you stay, please? J-just until I fall asleep?"

"Of course, Candale." The hand left my hair and moved over to grasp my wrist. His fingers were warm and strong against my own. I felt his touch comforting me as the darkness swarmed around me and pulled me down. 

 


 

 

 

Mayrila

 

I woke to the sound of angry voices, harsh and controlled, speaking in my bedchamber. This was new to me. Everyone who usually came to my room was quiet, well-behaved and gave tactful responses to the things that I asked, as though angry voices and telling me the truth might hurt me and make me sicken further. It was interesting to hear the argument now, especially as it was about me.

"I have sent for her, Gerian." That was my grandfather; I could recognise the cold, curt tone of the voice he used when he was angry. "I'm sorry. I know how you feel about her, but I'm not going to let the boy die because of your fear and hatred of her."

"Candale is not going to die." That was my father's stubborn voice. Mother would always joke that my father could be harder to move than a mountain when he wanted to be. "The boy is just unwell. He will get better. He will be fine." He gripped my hand, squeezing so hard that I was afraid he would break my fingers. I bit down on my lip, hoping that they would not see that I was awake, and stop talking about me. No one had told me anything about my illness and, now that they were talking about me, I wasn't going to do anything that might make them stop. "My boy will be fine."

"Saying it over and over isn't going to make it happen, Gerian. We have to do something about this. I let you bring in those healers and I watched them prod and poke him and force different coloured drinks down his throat, and I watched him worsen. He's barely alive now. Look at him, lost in a fever, unaware of anything going on around him. Look at him, Gerian. Just look at your only son!" There was a long pause and when my grandfather spoke again his voice was heavy with sorrow and fear. I had never heard him sound like that before. "I hate to see him when the pain takes him, Gerian. That look in his eyes, the way he moans and weeps, I can't stand to see it. He fears that he's going to die, he's terrified, and I fear it, too, and I will not let that happen just because you're too stubborn to do what you have to do to save him!"

"I won't let her near him, Father," Gerian said. "You know what she said about him. You know what she wanted to do. I won't let that happen to my son. I rather he die than that happen to him."

"Don't be ridiculous, Gerian." I heard the sound of a chair being scraped back. "Mayrila is our only choice. We have left it too late to send for someone else; the boy might be dead before they could get here. Mayrila is the closest and, despite everything, we know that we can trust her with Dale." There was another long pause and then I heard my grandfather sigh. "I'm sorry, Gerian. I hate to do this to you, but I don't have a choice. I won't let you stand in the way and, if I have to, I will ban you from coming into this room. I will keep you away from your only son until Mayrila has done what she has to." I started at that. I had never heard my grandfather speak that way to my father before, threatening to ban him from my bedside? Sorron had never come between us, even when he thought that my father was wrong about something, as in the way that Gerian had chosen to punish me, more often than not, but he had never interfered, and I never thought that he would. "It will be done, Gerian, and I'd much rather that you're here, to hold your son's hand, than locked away in your suite like a naughty boy."

"You wouldn't-," my father began.

"Yes, I would," Sorron replied firmly. "And I know that it won't look good, to have my only son locked in his suite, but it will be much worse if Candale dies and it's learnt that we could have saved him."

"Fine," Gerian snapped then. "Do what you want to, but you take responsibility for this. If Dale's life is ruined, it's your fault."

"I rather that he have a life for me to ruin, than he die at seventeen," my grandfather replied. I heard the sound of his footsteps and the closing of the door as he left my room.

I heard my father sigh, it was a sound full of pain and exhaustion. His grip loosened on my hand and I felt his fingers in my hair. He sat beside me, for a long time, soothing my hair and then he left me and I was alone. 

Soon afterwards I tumbled back into sleep.
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Everything became a blur to me, a sea of faces and voices that I couldn't focus on properly. I was vaguely aware of at least one conversation, in that mad, dizzying rush of noise, between my sister and my father, discussing me. My father was berating Lara because she had taken me outside and now I had a fever. My sister was arguing that I had wanted to go outside, that I had enjoyed it, and that there was no proof that taking me outside had given me the fever, that in the last three months I had had several bad fevers, and how could anyone be sure that I just hadn't been due for another one? I knew from my father's tone of voice, as he replied, that he didn't believe her.

Over my head they bickered. The voices seemed so loud that they grated on my ears and I feared that they would deafen me. But all too soon it became a blur with other conversations, with other noises going on around me. I lost track of everything in that mad rush. I lost track of myself.
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The silken pillow under my head felt warm. Everything around me was hot and dark and I felt as though I was suffocating in the heat. I moaned, struggling to throw off the covers, and hands held me down. "No arguing," I said. "None at all." 

"No arguing," a voice agreed. Male I think.

"I want to go outside," I said. "Feel the sun. I miss the sun."

"It's night, Candale. There is no sun."

"It's too hot. Everything is hot." Something cold and wet touched my forehead and I felt something drip down my face. I gasped, it was so cold against the heat of my body, the heat that was holding me. "Just let me go," I breathed. "Please?" I could feel pain, somewhere, distantly, in my stomach. It felt, in a detached sort of way, as though an iron vice had gripped my organs and was twisting and crushing them inside me. I moaned and struggled against the pain, but it felt faint, separate from the rest of me. It was another part of me that was feeling this pain, it wasn't the real me. The real me was burning up, lost in the hot darkness. "I hurt. I-I just want to go." A hand held mine and I seized it as tightly as I could, clinging to it, the only thing that felt real in the heavy world of shadows and distant pain.

"Go where, Candale?" the voice whispered. Another hand covered mine and the contact burned against my skin. This was more real than the pain I felt inside me and I flinched, trying to draw away, only my body didn't want to move, it didn't want to obey me, and I couldn't release the hand that a moment ago I had seized so tightly.

"Just go," I said faintly. "I just want to go."

The darkness took me again.

 

The next thing I knew I was lying on the floor and I was in pain, with a tight knot in my stomach and my head pounding. It was dark all around me, I couldn't see anything, but I could feel the hardness of the wood beneath me. It was comforting, as it felt solid and real, far better than the deep, soft bed in which I had felt myself drowning. There were voices above me, moving around, making me feel dizzy and I could hear footsteps vibrating through the wooden floor beneath my head. I wanted to just lie still and listen to them walking, enjoying the feel of the floor and the sound of the footsteps which felt more real to me than anything had for a long time.

But the pain was so intense. 

I whimpered and struggled to turn onto my side, to draw my knees up to my chest, only I couldn't. My body felt so numb and heavy, I couldn't move it. There was nothing on top of me, no covers to hold me down, so why couldn't I move? "Help," I begged. "I can't move. I can't see!"

"Candale," I heard my father whisper. There were footsteps and a lantern was brought near to me. I saw my father's face, his strong face and broad forehead cast in shadows, with dark rings of sleeplessness around his blue eyes, as he leaned over me. His blond, slightly wavy hair hung limp around his face. In the sickly yellow light he looked so strange to me. "You're awake."

"Of course he is," said a woman in a curt, cold voice. "I told you that he would be. You still don't listen to me, do you, Gerian? Or trust me. How many healers did you bring here to try and break the boy's fever? How many remedies did you try? I have been here less than an hour and I have already broken it."

"We tried everything that we could," my father said, in a tight voice, "to avoid having to send for you!"

"That much is evident," the woman replied. "But if you had been able to get over your foolish pride and had sent for me as soon as the boy took ill, then he wouldn't have wasted his summer dying slowly in this claustrophobic, stinking room." I heard movement and then a flash of cold as a light breeze suddenly swarmed around me. "There! The window is open, as it should have been before." I heard the sound of more footsteps and slowly the light grew around me as the room was lit up. I gasped and blinked. The light hurt my eyes.

"Help me," I whispered. "I want to sit up."

"No," the woman told me. I heard her draw near to me and then she was kneeling beside me. I stared up at her face. Violet eyes met mine, framed by black curly hair, like mine, like my mother's. She was very pale, with a sharp, pointed face, not really pretty, and she was very tall. Dressed in black, it made her pale skin seem even paler. Lady Death. I swallowed back fear and moaned again, seeking to move nearer to my father, but I don't think I moved at all. "I'm going to help you, Candale. I'm going to save your life." 

"Too late," I said. "Am dying... I just want to go."

"Not too late," she said. "Nearly too late. That fever nearly took you from us. Seven days you lay in that bed, your body burning up, but within an hour of my arrival I had broken your fever. I promise you now, Candale, that by morning, you will be well again. You'll be weak and the process will hurt you a lot, but you will be well. You won't die." She reached out to touch my face and I shied away from her white fingers. She smiled at me. "If your father wasn't so stubborn, this would not be so hard on you, or on me. I just arrived, Candale, do you know that? Six days in the saddle, I have barely slept, barely eaten, and as soon as I arrived here, before I could even change my clothes, I was dragged in to see you. And what did I find when I opened the door? A claustrophobic room, heavy with the scent of death and sickness and a wasted, shrivelled body lying on the bed. Barely a boy. Barely even human. I should have been sent for months ago." She lifted her eyes to meet my father's gaze. "As much as you hate me, Gerian, you should never have let this to happen to your only son." She got to her feet. "Sire, please, will you kneel at the boy's feet. I need him held down. This will hurt."

"It does already," I said. "My stomach...my stomach hurts." I started to cough, choking. My father lifted my head to make it easier for me and I coughed hard, struggling to draw air into my lungs through my nose. I felt wetness in my throat and coughing miserably, to bring it out of me, I saw blood spray across my white nightshirt. 

"See?" the woman said, in her cold voice. "His organs are dying. He will slowly start to cough them up. If I had been sent for any later, if I had arrived any later, even a day, I think that it would have been too late to save him. As it is, it's going to take everything that I have and cause the boy much pain."

"Can't we drug him?" I heard my grandfather ask.

"No," was the reply. "He has been drugged enough. There is a lot of poison in his system. We need to flush it out, we don't want to add to that with medication."

"Poison?" my father said.

"Are you sure about that?" Sorron asked.

"As sure as I can be," the woman replied. "Lie him down." My father obeyed, lowering my head back against the wood. I heard my grandfather move as he sat himself down at my feet. "But we can deal with those who have poisoned him after we have dealt with their victim. Hold him firm. Though he has no strength, he will fight this, and you would be surprised at how strong even the dying can be when they're in as much pain as I'm about to put him in."

I felt hands grip my ankles; the touch burned me and I kicked feebly against the contact. Then the woman was kneeling beside me again, leaning over me with her violet eyes nearly all pupil in the dark.

"You have eyes like mine," I told her distractedly.

She smiled at me. "You have eyes like mine," she corrected. I sensed my father stiffen as he drew his breath in sharply. The woman gave him a withering look. "Just hold him down," she said. "Firmly. Don't worry if you bruise him." My father leaned over me, his strong hands gripped my shoulders, while my grandfather seized my feet. It felt as though there was a mountain on top of me. Two mountains, one holding down my feet, the other my shoulders. The pain in my stomach was intense and I started to cough again, but this time no one moved to let me up and for a moment I feared that I would drown lying flat on my back while they held me down.

"Gods," I moaned. "Drakan help me."

"Drakan won't help you," the woman told me. "I don't remember the last time a god helped anyone. But I will help you. If you'll just lie still and let me." She laid her hands on my temples; her fingers were hard and hot, and it filled me with a sudden sense of panic. Then the heat began to grow, a brilliant, sharp sensation, as though she had taken a piece of metal and stuck it into my temples, and then slowly heated it so that the heat flowed down it and into my head. 

"It hurts," I said.

"Yes," the woman replied.

The pain began to grow.

At first it was just isolated to my temples, sharp, burning pain, like white lightening, flashing into my skull. I could feel the heat, red agony, behind my eyelids, burning, as though my eyes were on fire. My face felt tight, hot, and inside my head it felt as though a fire was raging, a wild inferno. "It hurts," I whispered again, and I started to struggle, shaking my head, trying to dislodge her hands. "Stop!"

"Hold him," the woman said. I felt the pressure increase on my ankles and my shoulders as my father and grandfather bore down on top of me.

"Please," I whispered. I tried to meet my father's eyes, but he was staring ahead, not looking at me. The pain was growing now. It flowed through me like a tidal wave of flames, starting slowly and gradually, increasing steadily as it went. Wave upon wave of unceasing white fire slid down my spine and along my body, passing through every nerve, burning through every cell. I could feel the intense heat of it from the tip of my hair through to my toenails. I could feel it deep inside every part of me, white heat searing every organ. I could almost smell my own flesh burning and hear the skin popping.

I cried out and struggled more erratically, desperately striving to throw off the hands that held me, those heavy mountains that were pinning me down, so that I could escape this endless sea of intense pain. "Please," I panted. "You have to stop!" But the pain kept on growing and the weights that held me down now felt as though they were crushing me. Beneath me the floor was hot and my nightshirt was burning me where the cloth lay against my skin, but no amount of wriggling could get me out of it, out of my skin, to allow some cool air to ease the pain. 

And through it all the white light kept on coming and my loved ones held me down, keeping me at its mercy. 

I started to scream.
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There was silence and it was so loud it deafened me. Everything was cold, my body was covered in drying sweat, the pain had gone, but my body ached as though I was covered in bruises. I was lying on my side on the floor, it was a hard presence beneath my face, and my throat was raw. I licked my lips.

"Can I have some water?" I whispered.

My head was lifted up into my father's arms and my grandfather held a glass of water to my lips. Greedily I drank it down, letting it ease my sore throat and spill over my chin. There were tears in Sorron's eyes, but he smiled at me. "How do you feel?"

"As though a mountain fell on me," I said. "It hurts to breathe."

"It will do," the woman said, "for a while. Why don't you take him into the other room, Gerian? Sit him on the couch while some servants clean up in here and strip that bed of his."

"Yes," my father whispered. "All right." While my grandfather held me upright, my father got to his feet. He lifted me easily into his arms. "Will you tell Aylara and Silnia that Candale is awake, Father? That his fever is broken?"

"Not just his fever," the woman said. "The boy is fine now. Weak, will need to rest, but he won't die. I have driven the poison out of his system and repaired the damage to his organs, something that no healer would ever have been able to do."

"I will tell your wife and daughter about your son," Sorron said. There was an odd look in his eyes as he looked at me. "And Mayrila, perhaps you would like to rest now? It's been a long journey for you and you've worked hard tonight."

"Thank you," the woman replied. She swept out of the room in a rustle of her skirts.

My father took me through into my sitting room and settled me down onto my blue cushioned couch. He swept a blanket over me and knelt on the floor beside me.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Sore," I said. "It...it hurt so much." But the pain was fading from me, as though it had just been a bad dream. Had it really been so bad that I had been forced to scream? My throat was sore, a good indication that I had been screaming for a while, yet none of that pain felt real to me now. My whole body just felt numb. Then I saw the look in my father's eyes and the bruise that was forming on the side of his face. "What happened to you?" I asked.

"You knocked me away," he said. "You kicked off your grandfather and managed to throw me aside. Sorron had to sit on your legs in the end, to keep you down, and I pinned down your shoulders with my knees. It took all my weight to keep you down. You were so strong, Candale."

"Oh. I...I'm sorry."

"No," Gerian said, shaking his head. "You don't need to be."

My father stayed kneeling down beside me as the servants came in. I listened to them moving around in the other room, stripping my bed of the dirty sheets and blankets. I was exhausted but there was something I had to know before I could fall asleep. "Why don't you like Mayrila?" I asked.

"Because she's a witch," my father replied, as though that was enough of a reason. Then, after a brief pause, he added, "And the personal history that I have with her is difficult and full of arguments and disagreements. We don't get on, Candale, and I don't like the way that she uses her gifts."

"She saved me."

"Yes," my father said. "And I hope it wasn't at too high a price."

"You're being melodramatic," I told him.

My father laughed. "Yes," he agreed. "I probably am."
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I woke up in my own bed. I was hungry. It had been so long since I had wanted to eat that I had forgotten what it felt like to have those hunger-pangs in my belly. I struggled upright, pushing the covers away from me and then my mother was there to assist me. 

My mother, Silnia, had the same maddening black curls that I did and large eyes, though hers were blue, like my father and sister's. She had pale skin and was very beautiful. The last time I had seen her, her eyes had been red with shed tears and her hair dull and limp around her face, her dress rumpled from having been slept in. Now she looked more like herself again, her clothes were neat and her long hair was loose around her shoulders, the way she had worn it when I was a child, even though current Court fashion was for complicated styles with the hair piled up. I knew she had done it for my benefit, dressed the way she had when I was younger, to make me feel better. It worked, bringing a smile to my face at the sight of her, so pretty and glowing. 

"Candale," she whispered. Her large eyes were wide, shining with emotion. "Oh, son," she breathed, "I was so worried about you. My beautiful boy."

"Not so beautiful," I said. "Like a shrivelled skeleton."

"Not for long," she said. "We shall put some weight on you, now that you're well again, now that you can keep the food down."

"Yes," I agreed. "What time is it?" 

"It's late. Your father, sister and I have taken it in turns to sit by your bedside, so that someone would be with you when you woke. We had no idea when that would be."

"How long have I been unconscious?"

"Almost two weeks," Silnia replied. "It was a frustrating time for me. I didn't know when you would open your eyes again...You have no idea how much I have wanted to hear your voice, Candale."

"I'm hungry," I told her.

Silnia laughed. "Then I shall have some food sent up for you. Wait here."

"Can't go anywhere else, Mother." 

"No," she said. "That's very true."

Silnia disappeared for a few minutes, to send a servant to fetch me some food, and then she returned to me. "Will I be able to go to the Summer Dance?" I asked, as she sat back down.

"Oh, Dale." She pressed her lips together and tears shone in her eyes. "You have missed the dance," she said. "It was last week, you slept right through it! We did consider postponing it, until you were back on your feet, but we didn't know how long that was going to be, we didn't even know how long it would be until you woke! Besides, after all the preparations we had done, we didn't want to cancel it, especially as we knew that you were going to be all right. Everyone needed a break, they needed the dance and it was a chance for us all to celebrate the fact that you were healed. The last few months have been such a strain on all of us that the Summer Dance was a welcome relief and it really was such an extravagant affair. We would have only cancelled it if you had died, and you didn't so..." She laughed as she realised she was rambling on and shook her head. "You have missed the dance, son. You have missed it." 

A servant brought me a bowl of meat broth and a glass of water on a tray a few minutes later and I stared at it with dismay. It was probably the last thing I could think of that I wanted to eat. I had been living on broth for the last two months or so, unable to chew or swallow anything heavier than that, let alone keep it down. Now I had the strongest cravings for meat, for roast fowl with honey, glazed vegetables and perhaps some sweet almond biscuits to follow, only it was more broth that had been set before me. But I was starving and broth was better than nothing, after all.

I took the spoon in my hands, feeling so proud of myself that I could hold this piece of metal between my pale skeletal fingers and that I could lift it to my mouth to feed myself. It was a slow process, the broth was cold by the time I was done, and I was very tired, but I had done it myself. After three months of illness, and nearly two of being unable to do anything for myself, I had managed to eat a whole bowl of broth, alone, without any assistance. How sad that such small things could make me feel so happy. I felt the same way that I had the first time I had learnt to jump my horse, or won a fencing lesson against my tutor. And when I turned to look at my mother I found that she had the same look of pride and happiness in her eyes that she had on those other occasions, too. So if I was pathetic to be so proud of so little, at least I wasn't alone.

Silnia set the tray down on the floor while I settled myself back down on the bed. I suddenly felt very tired and it was all I could do to puff up the pillows beneath my head. "I'm so tired," I told her. "Can I sleep?"

"Yes, yes," she whispered. "Yes. Mayrila said that you would need lots of sleep, that you must take things slowly, but I'm glad to see that you're not in pain, that the dark look has gone from your eyes. You almost look like my son again, Candale. For a while there I didn't recognise you. You were a haunted, wrecked figure. You weren't my son. Now you are. Now you're my boy again." She kissed my forehead. "You sleep, Candale. Someone will be here when you wake."

So I closed my eyes, and I slept.
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The next couple of days crawled by
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