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CHAPTER ONE
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Sir Ralph Bottomley groaned and pulled the pillow over his head. The tolling of the church bells had triggered a massive headache that swirled around in his brain, and carried on south to his stomach. He groaned again as his bladder announced a competing demand, and rolled out of bed. A team of goblins was rhythmically pounding a red-hot spike into his brain and a badger seemed to have used his mouth as a latrine. He groped under the bed for the chamber pot, hoping in the face of all his experience to find it without opening his eyes. Mornings were never easy for Ralph, but this one was especially terrible, because of the work on which he was currently engaged.

It wasn’t the work itself that made this commission so difficult. Princess Elisia’s soft waves of golden hair, her dewy, milk-and-roses complexion, her large, sparkling, deep blue eyes, and the perfect regularity of her features should have made the job both easy and pleasant. There were no faults of conformation or posture to be disguised, no ravages of life to be softened. She was, he supposed, physically perfect, as far as any human could be.

It was the fact that she never shut up. Not only did she maintain at all times a stream of chatter, but the chatter was of such monumental inanity, such pathetic triviality, that listening to it, he felt, moment by moment ate away his own intellect. By the time he finished the sculpture, he’d probably be a drooling imbecile.

And you couldn’t tune her out, he reflected as he upended the jug over his head, vainly hoping the cold water might instil some clarity in his alcohol-soaked mind. No, because every few sentences she’d punctuate her mindless blattering with ‘don’t you think?’

If only, he yearned, she were someone a bit more humble. Even a countess could be told to shut up, at least since he’d been knighted; you could always tell them you were concentrating on getting their jaw right or something. But the Crown Princess of Carthania was just too close to the King for the risk to be worthwhile. He had an easy situation here, he reminded himself sternly; the Royal Appointment guaranteed a comfortable life, the extra money he made from sundry commissions provided plenty of means for his favourite pastimes of drinking and wenching, and all he had to do was undertake the Royal commissions, which were not generally onerous; mostly it was just a few busts of generals or retiring ministers, although that big butter sculpture for the Winter Ball had been rather a challenge.

He threw open the shutters, and flinched as the morning sun struck his eyeballs. The morning wasn’t too far advanced. He had just enough time to nip downstairs for a hair of the dog.
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Kate stowed the last of the scoured buckets and straightened her back with a sigh. That was the milking done. It was getting harder every morning; with Buttercup gone; there were only three of them, including Master Strewelpfizer, to do everything, and although the new automatic churn took care of a great deal of the heavier work, someone still had to lead the horse around and around to drive it, and fetch the horse and clean up after the horse, and there was still all of the milking, straining, separating, shaping of the butter, not to mention the making of cheese. It was too much for just her and Nancy. Master Strewelpfizer needed to hire on someone to replace his daughter. It just wasn’t right to expect three to do the work of four, even with the churn. ‘Not getting any younger,’ she muttered to herself. She’d be twenty-three at Midsummer. Practically middle-aged, and how was she supposed to get a husband, working all the hours that God sent? She could, she knew, be introduced on terms of equality to any number of single gentlemen, and even noblemen, at Lady Buttercup’s house, and it wasn’t that Buttercup wasn’t always inviting her, but how could she leave Nancy on her own with the amount of work that had to be done? Not to mention the state of her hands.

‘Are you right with the rest, Nance?’ she called. ‘I’ll just be over to the stable to fetch Jack for the churning.’ She picked up the jug of new milk she’d saved from her last bucket. Still warm from the cow, yellow with the richness of cream, it sloshed heavily as she lifted it. The stable cat had a litter of kittens, and could do with the extra. Two birds with one stone, since she had to fetch Jack anyway.

‘Oh, aye,’ called Nancy from the corner tub where she was scrubbing the straining nets. Her round, red face glowed cheerfully through the steam. ‘You have a nice time with them kittens, love.’ She chuckled fatly and turned back to the work.
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‘...so I said to her, it’s not just the cut that matters, you’ve got to have the right fabric, and that brocade just doesn’t hang well, it’s too stiff, right? I mean, it’s all in how it drapes, don’t you think?’

Ralph ground his teeth. ‘Certainly, your Highness, the draping of fabrics is most important. If your Highness could just keep still...’

‘So this other dress is better, right? I mean, ’cause I could go back and change into the other one, if you wanted.’ Princess Elisia paused to draw breath, and took a small glass from her reticule. She examined her perfect features in it, turning this way and that.

Ralph sighed and set down his tools. He knew from bitter experience that once the looking glass came out, it would be at least twenty minutes before he could get her back into her pose. Thank God he’d barely started the folds of her skirt. Perhaps he could use this time to persuade her to get back into the original dress. King Yarrow’s instructions had been clear and explicit: the statue, for the forecourt, was to commemorate the Princess’s forthcoming wedding, and must therefore be of her in her wedding gown, one inch of which had been carefully left unhemmed for the avoidance of bad luck. If he did her in the wrong dress, he knew who’d be blamed. It certainly wouldn’t be Princess Moron’s fault, oh no. It would be he, Sir Ralph Bottomley, who would be the guilty party, as sure as sure.

It was, he knew, no use appealing to reason, or to her father’s instructions. Nothing so rational could make the slightest impression on the Princess. Now, what could he... ah, yes.

‘Yes, your Highness is quite right. There is a delightful simplicity to the softer fabrics. A sort of pastoral quality... I am reminded of a group of shepherdesses I did for the Duke of Normandy. The soft draperies contrasted so beautifully with the crisp curls of the baby lamb...’

The perfect rosebud lips had dropped open, and Princess Elisia was gazing at him with a look of horror. The glass lay forgotten in her lap.

‘Shepherdesses? Peasants? Smelly peasants? And horrible, smelly sheep? Oh, no! I think, you know, that perhaps the brocade was more...’

‘Regal?’

‘Yes! Regal! Master Bottomley, I must just go and change my dress, you won’t mind waiting, will you?’

***
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Maelogan paced gloomily through the forest. It was getting dark, and cold, and he was hungry. Even worse, it had started to rain, a thin, soaking drizzle that made his joints ache, although he was still in the first vigour of his youth. Maelogan hated rain, he always had. It had been one reason he’d left his native Wales.

Something squelched under his foot, and he realised he’d come round in a circle. That was the carcass of the small animal which was all he’d been able to find. He’d been so hungry that he’d eaten half of it before he’d noticed the creature was worm-ridden. That was all he needed, a case of worms in a strange country. Who knew what kinds of herbs they had here? Maelogan certainly didn’t. He was sure he could feel worms already, squirming about in his gut. He thought that cooking the creature really well might kill all the worms, but he wasn’t sure enough to risk it, not without knowing where he could find some wormwood. If only he’d charred it thoroughly, but he’d been so hungry that he’d just pounced on it and bitten off its head. Must remember to cook food thoroughly, he chided himself. He could burn it now, of course, but he didn’t fancy it, somehow.

But that didn’t solve the immediate problem of his ravening hunger, or the slightly less immediate, but still pressing, problem of the worms with which he suspected he’d infected himself, and it certainly didn’t have anything to say to the ultimate problem, the reason he was here in this thrice-accursed wood in the first place.

For the first time in his young life, Maelogan the Dragon wondered if he might have bitten off more than he could chew.
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Ralph gritted his teeth and focused hard on trying to get the angle just right between her neck and shoulder. If he really, really concentrated, he could just about screen her out of his consciousness.

‘...don’t you think?’

No, he couldn’t. That was wishful thinking.

‘Oh, yes, your Highness.’ Damn it, what had she been saying?

‘I brought his picture. Look,’ she opened her reticule and waved a gilt-framed miniature, ‘isn’t he divine?’

‘Very handsome indeed, your Highness.’ Curse that fool with his amber waves of hair and his masculine jaw. Not that Ralph minded other men being good-looking, not at all, it made his job easier if they were, but he had had Prince Augebert up to here. She was always blathering on about him. Just as well, he supposed; must be awful to have to marry someone one didn’t like. She was a lucky young woman, marrying someone she really fancied and getting to stay in her own castle into the bargain. Most royal young women didn’t have either luxury. Marriages of state didn’t usually take anyone’s personal preferences into account.
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Sleep. He needed sleep, that was what. Just a brief sleep, three, perhaps four days. The trouble was, if he went to sleep hungry, he was going to wake up weak and debilitated. Maelogan, his natural optimism mitigated by hunger and cold, foresaw an ever-increasing deadly spiral. He would die out here, cold, wet and alone, without even the cheerful sparkle of a nice little hoard of gold and gems to cheer his last moments. That was what had brought him to this benighted place, the rumour that Old Black Watkyn had died in some foreign place, his hoard left behind for whoever could claim it. He’d set out on the long journey full of hope – a nice, big, comfortable cavern, a great big rich hoard, and then he’d be able to attract a mate, despite his youth. A lithe, shining dragon mate, and eggs...

But the journey had been long and hard, and he’d almost perished over the water before he finally reached land. Since then, the way had been hard and pickings were slim; he had seen no sign of any others of his kind, and the one time he’d taken a small cow, he’d had the militia out hunting him, interrupting the long, warm sleep he needed for proper digestion. Perhaps he would have done better to stay in Wales, where at least there were plenty of sheep, and farmers had the proper respect for a dragon. As long as you didn’t take more than one from each farm, no one was going to get too upset. You kept moving around, and everyone was happy. You could even pick up the odd job in the autumn, burning off stubble after the harvest. His nostrils pricked with the remembered smell. Smoke in the autumn, it was one of those good scents that marked the turning of the year.

Wait, though – what he was smelling was different. It was more like... he paused and snuffed in a great breath... woodsmoke, and damp wood at that. This was a real fire he was smelling! And where there was fire, there would be men, and where there were men, there would probably be animals. His mouth watered at the thought of a juicy calf. He took a moment to orient himself on the source of the smoke, and set off with fresh purpose.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Bosnia had stopped listening. Head down, ears back, he was eating furiously, grazing a swathe through the new spring grass. He was a good horse, strong and docile, but he often wasn’t very good company. Lorn suspected he might be tone deaf. He sighed, and slipped the lute back into its case.

Time to move on. They’d rested, and Bosnia had eaten. Lorn himself was out of food, and he just hoped they came to some kind of habitation soon, before he faded away to nothing. It was the third day of his fast, three days of forging through mud and slashing rain, even the middle hours of the day made dim by the heavy black clouds that seemed to fill the region. Lorn felt as if he’d never be dry, or warm, again – even his underclothes were saturated, and he suspected he might have fungus growing between his toes. Any shelter would be welcome, even a barn. Even an abandoned barn, provided it still had a little of its roof left. Even a peasant’s cottage, full of fleas.

He didn’t bother to mount, just set off walking, clicking his tongue to Bosnia. The horse would follow him, and if out of sight, would even come to a whistle. He was good that way. Lorn believed horses responded to kindness, and Bosnia seemed to agree.

As he expected, it was only a few minutes before he heard the horse splashing up behind him. He paused and braced himself. Big shove in three... two... and right on the count of one, the nose took him in the back, and would have had him over in the mud if he hadn’t been expecting it.

‘Huh! You’ll have to creep up with more stealth, an you expect to get me over again, Bos. I’m awake to your tricks.’

Bosnia snorted disbelievingly and nudged at his belt pouch.

‘Nay, Bos, I’ve no more sugar or fruit. Sugar! That would have melted away in this wet long since, had I any. Tell you what, though. I’ll tell you about my adventure with the dragon, shall I? ’Tis a fine tale, with much excitement, though the ending of it is sad indeed.’

Bosnia, who had heard the story of Lorn’s dragon encounter scores of times, snorted and shook his head violently, showering Lorn with water from his mane. It really didn’t matter to Lorn; the water was no wetter when it came sideways rather than from above. He dropped back a pace, to let the horse’s bulk shield him from the wind.

‘It all started,’ he began, ‘when I heard someone screaming. It had been a pretty dull life before that – surprising, really, I’d thought it would be adventures every day, that’s how it is in all the ballads. It’s like, one adventure per song, so I expected some adventure every day, or one a week, anyway. And instead, it went on and on, we’d ride through the forest, we’d either ask for a night’s lodging from some farmer or build a fire and camp, depending, I’d sing for my supper, and that was it. Well, you were there, you know what it was like.’

Bosnia snorted again. At least we were warm and dry sometimes, he seemed to say.

‘And we will be again,’ said Lorn, responding unconsciously to what he thought the horse might have said, could he speak. ‘There must be something soon, probably a big farm, you’ll be scarfing down oats before you know it. This far from anyone, they must be hungry for news and songs. Perhaps there will be mulled wine...’ he slipped into a happy little reverie involving a roaring fire, dry clothes and a tankard of hot spiced wine. He had just reached the bit where half a dozen clean, scrubbed children clustered about his knees begging for a story, their shining faces full of cheer and good health, when a particularly violent nose thrust to the shoulder, accompanied by a loud snort right in his face, jolted him back to the squelching mud and drizzle. He toppled sideways, clutching thin air for support, and fetched up against something solid. Very, very solid.

‘Ow, cut it out, Bos. I think I broke a rib.’ He turned to see what had hurt so much.

It was a five-barred gate.

‘Funny place to put a gate, right out here in the middle of nowhere,’ he said, rubbing the injured ribs. ‘Is it even attached to anything?’

Bosnia snorted again, and stamped his foot. It had an irritated sound. He lowered his head, and Lorn stepped sideways just in time to avoid another massive shove. He wondered if perhaps he’d let Bosnia get a bit out of hand; other people’s horses didn’t push them about like this. His brother Augebert, now, all his horses were as obedient as soldiers lined up before their sergeant. It was part of the reason Augebert always won at tourneys, although, of course, his outstanding riding and all-around sporting prowess had a lot to do with it, too. Funny how three brothers could be all so different, he mused. He’d never been much good at sports, himself, yet he could play just about any instrument there was, and a ballad once heard was as good as memorised, even though his memory didn’t seem to be much good at other sorts of learning, not like his other brother Godebert, the clever one. Godebert was all about the law these days, and it was no wonder their father had named him as heir. He would be a good king, wise, sensible and prudent, although perhaps not very exciting. You didn’t really want a king to be exciting, though, not really. Exciting kings weren’t good for the stability of the realm. For the realm to prosper you needed long, quiet times where nothing much happened. Excitement was for the younger sons of kings, who could wander about seeking adventure, like him, and perhaps, now, like Augebert. He wondered what old Augie would do, now that the succession was finally settled. Perhaps they could go adventuring together. But then the memory of a thousand bruises sustained in childhood rose up and reminded him why he’d gone questing again, and why he was really better off on his own. He could practically feel the pounding Augie used to give him. No, wait, that was Bosnia, slamming him into the gate. That horse was really getting out of hand. He ought to show him his riding whip, that was what. Pity he’d used it to spit-roast a hare.

‘Get off, you stupid creature.’ He punctuated the command by shoving as hard as he could against Bosnia’s shoulder, which wasn’t very hard as his feet could not find purchase in the mud, and he’d have fallen if the gate hadn’t been there to prop him up. Ah, yes, the gate. He’d better go through it, he supposed, even if it didn’t seem to lead anywhere. Perhaps it might be like the old woman gathering acorns who featured in so many stories, and if you were kind and polite to her you’d achieve some unlooked-for boon. Now, which side was the latch? A pity it seemed to have got so dark all of a sudden; with the heavy cloud, the light was almost gone.

‘Curse all wet leather,’ he mumbled as he worked the sodden loop over the post. ‘There now, shall we go in? Come on, Bos, adventure calls!’ He shut the gate carefully after them, and turned to look around. It was almost completely dark now, with no shelter anywhere in sight. He should have made camp hours ago, he realised sadly. They should have stopped where they’d rested last. But there just hadn’t seemed any point; there was no dry bedroll to wrap himself in, and he’d never have got a fire going in the wet, and it had seemed better to press on and hope they came to something before full dark. And now, here it was full dark and no better off. He plodded sadly along, head down against the rain, all the weariness of the long day now catching him at once. Wet, cold, tired, hungry and depressed, Lorn ignored Bosnia’s increasingly urgent neighing and slammed right into the door.

He had a moment to reflect that he’d been walking for some minutes on a firm surface, which must have been a path, before the pain of the impact surged over him. He’d no doubt broken his crown; it wasn’t possible to feel if there was blood or not, with his hair so wet already, but there was definitely a big lump coming up; it would be the size of a hen’s egg, no doubt.

His vision, starred by the impact, was clearing, and he now made out a faint glimmer of light from the edges of a small, shuttered window next to the door. He pounded on the door. ‘Shelter for a traveller,’ he called. ‘In God’s name, open.’
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Lorn tucked the blanket more firmly around his legs. He didn’t want the children getting an eyeful of anything they shouldn’t. His dream had, with certain modifications, come true; the fire was hot enough, certainly, and his clothes steamed gently on a rack on the other side of the hearth. The blanket he was currently wearing was rather scratchy, and might, he suspected, be inhabited, but it was warm, and above all blessedly dry. He was comfortably full of dark rye bread and vegetable soup, and children were indeed clustering about his knees clamouring for a story, although they were rather swarthier than the golden-haired cherubs of his dream, and visibly grubby, and the youngest had a runny nose; still, they were children, and more – they were an audience. Lorn set down his mug of ale – these simple farmers didn’t run to wine, but the ale was hot and spicy, and he could feel it doing him good. He hoped Bosnia was in as much comfort, out in the barn. He reached for his lute and began to tune up.

‘What news is there,’ asked the old man. ‘Has our King found that rascally son of his yet?’

Lorn’s fingers stilled on the pegs. ‘Rascally son? What rascally son?’ It wasn’t any way to describe a prince of the realm, he thought crossly. It must be Augebert, he thought. Good old Augie, always a bit too fond of drinking and wenching. He couldn’t imagine prim, scholarly Godebert being described so.

‘Ah, ’tis that young wastrel, Prince Lorn, they do say,’ put in the eldest boy. ‘Have you not heard?’

‘Same name as your own,’ said the woman. ‘Mayhap you were named for the royal babe, aye?’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ said Lorn. He had a bad feeling about this. ‘Ah, what has the, ah, young wastrel done?’

‘Not so much what he’s done,’ said the old man. ‘More, like, what he hasn’t done. What we heard is, Prince Augebert is to be married to the Princess Royal of Carthania, and the King’s been searching high and low for the young prince, so as to bring him there for the wedding. Seems he wants all the family there, and that Lorn’s not to be found, do they search high and low. And he let proclaim a reward of a hundred guineas for the man who does find him and deliver him to Carthania, to join his father the King and his mother the Queen, in time for the wedding.’

Lorn hadn’t heard anything after ‘Carthania.’ His face felt cold and prickly, and his blood pounded in his ears. He could feel the blanket slipping and clutched at it, almost dropping the lute.

‘Princess Royal,’ he said, very carefully. ‘Would that be the Princess Elisia?’ Just speaking her name brought tears to his eyes. The only woman he had ever loved. The fairest, loveliest being in all the world, whose angelic beauty had laid waste to his heart and whose spiteful rejection had left his self-esteem in sad tatters.

‘Aye, that be her, right enough.’

‘And she is to marry my – ’ he stopped himself before the telltale ‘brother’ was out. ‘My lord Augebert?’ The name stuck in his throat. My lord Augebert indeed, that swaggering ape, that conceited, chest-beating fool.

‘Ar, seemingly. And it’s to be at the Spring Festival, so they say, and that’s not much more than a moon away, and the King and all his court have gone to Carthania to make ready for the wedding. And so they want the other one there as well, so it is said, for the old King wants to have all his kin about him.’

The peasant’s voice receded into the distance as he went away down a dark tunnel, and the floor swung up and struck Lorn in the face.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The fire, when Maelogan finally found it, was burnt out, its ashes mostly cold; only a single, smouldering log sent up a thin spiral of acrid smoke into the lightening sky. He snuffed at the cinders, getting a noseful of ash, but the damp remains told him nothing; whoever had built this fire had moved on long before dawn. Even now, the only sign of morning was a sullen red glare in the east. It would be another miserable day.

By noon he had found no cause to alter his opinion of the day. Although the rain seemed to be over, the sky remained leaden and overcast, with only an occasional faint ray of sunshine penetrating the massed clouds. He had flown on, scanning the forest below for any sign of substantial game, and had finally succeeded in getting himself a large, if elderly, boar, and the unaccustomed heavy meal had left him longing for sleep. The sight of a large outcropping of stone decided him; he needed rest. Just a little nap, he told himself, not more than two days, just to digest the pig, and then he’d carry on with his search. There had to be some clue, surely; Black Watkyn had been a legend among his kind, his fame must have been fairly widespread even in this backwards part of the world.

He alighted next to the rockface, burping gently, and paused to savour the memory of the roast pork. He noted with pleasure that a ray of sun had made it through the cloud, warming the stone slightly. He turned around three times sunwise in the traditional tribute to the gods, and curled himself comfortably against the granite, pausing only for a moment to cast a small illusion that ought to render him more or less indistinguishable from the rock around him, before sliding into a dark and dreamless sleep.

***
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He struggled back to consciousness with a pounding headache and a dim sense of something not right. His interior sense told him that not much more than a day had passed, yet he seemed to be in bright sunlight – very bright sunlight. Too bright. He cracked an eyelid, and slammed it shut against the blast of heat. By all the gods – there were flames shooting up right in front of his head! The forest was on fire!

Fire itself, of course, could not harm Maelogan’s dragon hide, and he could raise his third eyelids to protect his eyes. He scarcely ever bothered, but they were there for just this kind of situation. Cautiously, he risked another peek.

Hell’s fury! Now that the glare of flame was softened and the discomfort reduced by the translucent third eyelids, he saw that the fire was quite a small one – a mere cookfire, in fact. He had been misled by the fact that whoever had built the fire had done so right up against his face. That cloaking spell must be even more effective than he’d realised. It was inconvenient, though. If he moved at all, he’d not only scatter their fire, but terrify them into the bargain. And while Maelogan really couldn’t care less about terrorising a few random humans, his headache was severe enough, he told himself, that he just didn’t fancy listening to people screaming right next to his ear. He was still comfortably full of roast pork, so he’d just wait until they’d gone. He squinched his eyes shut against the glare and drifted down through layers of awareness.

He had almost succeeded in getting right to sleep when a word, a particular word, lodged in his ears and startled him back to wakefulness. He cursed silently to himself. Right about now it would have been comfortable to turn over, and perhaps to shift around to have the warmth of the fire on his back. But the thrice-accursed humans were so skittish; they’d be screaming and rushing about and no doubt jabbing at him with those pointed sticks they always seemed to have about them. He just didn’t need the bother of it all, so he forced himself to relax into perfect immobility.

The trouble with humans was that they never shut up. Jabber jabber jabber, from morning till night, that was all they did. What was it they were on about now? Oh yes, that was what had woken him – they were talking about gold.

‘... a nice little farm, and a wife, that’s what I’d have. Put your money into land and you can’t go wrong.’

‘Nah. Reckon as how I’d set up a tavern. Across the road from barracks. Never underestimate how much a fighting man can drink, that’s what I reckon. What about you, Sigi? What’ll you do with your share?’

Never mind that, thought Maelogan. Who cares about your stupid dreams? Talk about where it is. Visions of heaped piles of gold circled enticingly in his head.

‘Ahhhh...’ said one of them, presumably Sigi. He had a soft, dreamy voice. ‘I reckon as how I’d get myself a little boat, a fishing boat. My wife comes from fisherfolk, and she does miss the water. Not the same living in a town, she reckons.’

The other men made clucking sounds.

‘Aww, cut it out,’ Sigi went on. ‘Man needs his wife to be happy, know what I mean?’ Ribald laughter from the other two men suggested that a gesture had been made.

The talk turned to other things, and Maelogan fumed through another hour of meaningless gossip and salacious anecdotes before he heard the sounds of the fire being banked and bedrolls got out. He waited, twitching with irritation, through a further six hours while the three men snored and farted and turned over in their blankets. They hadn’t bothered to set any watch, he noticed. So their mission, whatever it was, involved no danger. He lay in determined immobility and listened to the small sounds of the night until a surge of birdsong heralded the dawn.

As the men stirred, rolled over and started to bustle about their camp, Maelogan sent silent messages. Talk about the gold, he thought at them. At least discuss the day’s route. He screwed his eyes more tightly closed as the fire was poked into life and enveloped his head in a cloud of pungent smoke.

‘By-our-lady wood’s so wet,’ grumbled the soft voice of Sigi, right next to his ear. ‘Doesn’t give off a proper heat when it’s like this.’

‘I told you to stack it next to the fire,’ said another voice.

‘Yer a by-our-lady moron, Tiggs. ’F I did that, the whole pile could catch in the night, then we’d have to go hunting for more. And it could set fire to yer arse, yah?’

‘Your granny’s arse,’ replied the first voice.

Gold, gold, talk about the gold, Maelogan silently urged.

‘So today, I thought we might go more west,’ came the third voice. ‘Argaton’s over that way, the prince might have been heading there to sing his songs and the like. Lot of taverns in a town the size of that.’

‘Ar,’ agreed the voice now identified as Tiggs. ‘Head for they taverns, for sure. Get warm and dry, get a hot meal inside us. Might take us a good while to check every tavern, discover have they seen him. Hurr, hurr.’

‘What’s he want to go doing that for, anyhow?’ said Sigi. ‘If I was a prince, I’d lay back and enjoy it, right? Not go off being a by-our-lady minstrel.’

‘I did hear as how he were disappointed in love.’

‘So what? More solace in a castle, with everything laid on and silk pillows and the like. Fire in yer bedchamber every night, never have to lift a finger... reckon young Lorn must be simple.’

So, they were looking for a missing prince, who was wandering the countryside disguised as a minstrel. What had any of that to do with gold, fretted Maelogan. Talk about the gold, he urged.

‘Simple or not, the old King wants him found, and that’s all there is to it,’ said the third man, who seemed to be in charge. ‘Wants him brought to Carthania for Prince Augebert’s wedding, seemingly. Wants ’is whole family there. An’ seeing as how he’s offering such a big reward, we better hop to it, aye?’

Aha! So it was a reward being offered for the missing prince! Now, that was something Maelogan could work with. All he had to do was find the boy and get him to Carthania. He had no idea where Carthania was, but that was another problem for another time; the boy Lorn might know. Now as soon as these fools were out of sight, he’d start a search from the air; he was certain to be able to spot anyone travelling on horseback. Then he’d deliver the young fool to Carthania, collect the gold and he could be off to resume his quest for Black Watkyn’s hoard with a nice little starter pack.

***
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It was a nice theory, Maelogan grumbled to himself a few hours later. A lovely theory, a perfectly beautiful theory in its simple elegance. The trouble was the trees. He’d never really noticed before just how many trees there were in a forest, and how thick they were, seen from above. He’d been more used to flying over arable land, where his keen dragon sight could pick out a field mouse just from the disturbance of blades of grass, but here among these old trees, anything could be under there and he just wouldn’t know it. He alighted on a rocky crag and brooded. There had to be a better way. His stomach growled. He hadn’t really slept long enough to digest his meal, and he was conscious of a gnawing discomfort. Was it indigestion? Or worms? He still hadn’t seen any wormwood.

He forced his mind away from the insurrection brewing in his gut, and forced himself to consider the problem. A man on horseback could only go so far in a day; in the air, he could travel many times that distance. But then, he hadn’t any starting point. There was really no reason to assume that those stupid men had even been heading in the right direction. He sighed. The sun had finally broken through, and the gentle morning rays were pleasant on his back. A little nap would be nice, to finish digesting his food. Everyone had to sleep...

And then it struck him. The prince would have to sleep too. And what did humans always do as soon as they stopped to sleep? They lit fires, that was what. Even in the summer, they always made a fire. And if they were in a forest, they would have to find a clearing. So all he needed to do was wait for nightfall, and fly in a wide grid, and look for firelight, or even a hint of the smell of smoke. He could cover many, many leagues that way. He’d start as soon as the sun went down.

Congratulating himself on his acute reasoning, he settled down for a little nap.

***
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It was lucky the sky had cleared, he thought as he flew slowly back and forth over the forest. There was enough light from the moon and stars to make his task a little easier, but more importantly, it would be colder in the night with a clear sky, which meant any humans sleeping out might keep their fires built up for longer. A hint of smoke on the air could be traced to its source, but so much easier if he saw huge flames leaping up. He’d like to see some flames about now. A nice big blaze... he caught himself building up fire and swallowed it back down. That wasn’t what was wanted. A great big jet of flame in the sky would have the humans running for cover for leagues around. The few people he’d seen in this land didn’t seem as accustomed to the sight of a dragon as the humans back home. They screamed and had hysterics. The last thing he needed was to drive his quarry into hiding.

As he flew, he snuffed in great breaths of air, tasting it for smoke. The barest hint would be enough... there, was that... and yes! Now, to circle about and get its direction... it was coming from that way!

Filled with new enthusiasm, he flapped slowly into the night.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Lorn waved to the children a final time, and turned back to the path. A night’s rest, dry clothes and a good, hot breakfast had worked wonders upon his mood. Bosnia was the better for it, too. The peasant family had been too poor to afford a horse, so there had been no oats, but the old woman had contributed a couple of scoops of dried pease. Bosnia had enjoyed the pease, but there was no denying it had had some results. Lorn started to sigh, thought better of the deep breath, reined in and dismounted. He scratched himself vigorously and set off on foot; Bosnia would follow him, preferably at a considerable distance.

‘You stay back, Master Silent but Deadly,’ he told the horse. Bosnia snorted and shook his ears derisively. At least I’m not flea-ridden, he seemed to say. Lorn did not deign to reply. Scratching again, he set off down the trail. First stream they came to he’d get a bath, however cold it was. And wash his clothes.

***
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Maelogan, concealed in a thicket, watched him go. He had found the cottage just before dawn, and had settled down to watch it. He didn’t know whether the human who had just left was the prince he sought, or just a humble peasant farmer, but he felt probability was in favour of the former; the horse looked too good for a peasant family, who generally went in more for draft animals if they owned
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