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“You’d better
be quiet.” Elliot whispered. The lesser esith in his arms chirped
plaintively. It ruffled its feathers and the light which shone from
them rippled like that of a guttering candle. Esith’s weren’t
Elliot’s favourite type of bird. They were small, fairly stupid and
not really very impressive. Still, it was being a good bird and not
trying to fly away. With its wing splinted it wouldn’t get very far
but the underbrush was dense and if it fled it would quickly be
stuck out of his reach. It would survive a few days, perhaps, but
its light would be gone for good. He shivered. It was bad enough to
be alone, but he knew it would be worse in the darkness.

“Are you sure
you don’t know which way to go?” he asked the bird, but if it gave
an answer it wasn’t one he could understand. The packed dirt,
bordered by two small ditches, must be the Keep road. As far as he
knew it was the only proper road through the woods, certainly any
others were used so rarely they would be overgrown. That meant he
could be home by daybreak if he chose the right direction, but he’d
got so turned around in the woods he had no idea which that was. If
he chose wrong he would end up in the village. “And that’s
forbidden.” He told the esith thoughtfully. The Lord would be
furious if he dared show his face there. The Lord was probably
already furious with him for leaving the Keep at all. That wasn’t
allowed either, not without at least one adult along with him and
even then only when no one else would be around. Elliot had never
disobeyed the rule before. It wasn’t as scary as Kanin had said it
would be, but it was cold. The servants hadn’t let him collect his
cloak or any food before they’d thrown him out. They’d all been too
eager to please Kanin’s temper. If he’d expected any different
Elliot might have hated them, but no one would stand up to the
Lord’s son on his behalf. Besides, the Lord’s anger would fall on
them until Elliot found his way back and that was punishment
enough. Kanin’s orders wouldn’t matter a jot when his father found
out about it.

In the depths
of the wood some beast howled in victory. All of the night-time
forest noises were unfamiliar to him. He had heard owls calling to
each other since evening and he had wanted to call back, but they
were a species he knew little about. None of them would come near
enough to the Keep for him to learn their ways. There were rodents
about too, insects and bats. One of the serving maids swore there
were unicorns grazing hidden between the trees, but she was
generally scoffed at. Everyone had seen the Harpers flying their
intricate courtships in the midwinter evenings and they all knew
Harpers and unicorns fought viciously whenever they happened to
meet. So if the horned horses ever came to the Lord’s valley they
only stayed the summer and left before the Harpers flew back from
the northern wastes.

The esith was
still now, its little heart beating more slowly against his
fingers, and in the peace he heard hoofbeats. They were growing
louder, gradually drowning out the natural forest noises. Getting
closer.

Elliot laughed
sharply. The Lord had sent men to fetch him, overruling Kanin’s
orders. Or perhaps Kanin had rescinded them when Elliot hadn’t come
home and his tantrum cooled.

He struggled
upright, brushing muck off his pants with one hand and wishing the
ground hadn’t been so wet. He was used to looking dirty, it was a
hazard of living on the Lord’s sufferance, but right now he didn’t
want to. It would have been nice to face Kanin down actually
looking like his equal, but the only treasure he had was the esith
held outstretched like a beacon. The small creature’s glow was so
faint it couldn’t be noticed by day, or even in a well-lit room,
but in the dark forest it marked it and him out from the shadows.
The guards would already have seen him.

Peering into
the distance he made out seven riders approaching in double file
but for one man at the back holding the reins of two mules weighed
down with bulky sacks. They wore helmets and stiffened leather
jerkins, but that didn’t alarm him. The Keep guards wouldn’t leave
the protection of the bailey without armour and sword, so why would
any other traveller? Elliot had always assumed it to be the honour
of the thing, for the Lord kept the land safe for miles around.
Everyone knew that. It dawned on him, however, that these men might
have come further than that. They certainly weren’t guardsmen.

The Lord kept
fifty-two guardsmen and Elliot was familiar with all of them. The
Keep was small enough that he knew the face of every inhabitant.
Kanin claimed there were 168 people at his father’s beck and call
and the figure sounded about right to Elliot. These men had the
build and bearing of strangers.

It was too late
to shrink back into the woods. The riders must have spotted him and
it would look odd if he ran now. Maybe they would be nice and take
him back to the Keep, where he could take his beating and go to
bed.

The leading
pair of riders pulled their mounts to a halt in front of him and
looked down. Elliot had never seen horses so huge. Their shoulders
were taller than he was. He had to look so far up to see the man’s
face it hurt his neck and he stepped back across the ditch to get a
better view. The man laughed. It was a kind laugh, louder than it
should have seemed in the quiet, in the same way the horses hooves
stamped like temple gongs. It reminded Elliot of the way Master
Jemal teased the cook and they’d been married longer than he’d been
alive. The esith squeaked unhappily as his body tensed and it got
squeezed. No one (except sometimes Kanin) was kind to Elliot unless
something really bad was coming next.

“Lost your
tongue, lad?” the man said. The troops carried torches enough to
drown Elliot’s bird light but all the effect they had was to hide
the stranger’s face in the shadows of his cheek-guards. “There’s
nothing to be scared of here. We’re the King’s Home Army, and we’d
all be hanged if we let harm come to such as you.”

The King.
Elliot could feel his eyes going wide and his mouth dropping open.
Only the knowledge that he would hurt the esith kept his hands from
shaking. The officer laughed again. “Well, I see that hasn’t helped
any. I suppose his majesty doesn’t get much respect around
here.”

“No sir.”
Elliot stammered. The Lord hadn’t said anything about the King’s
men coming. Not that Elliot was privy to the Lord’s secrets, but
there was normally several days of rapid cleaning when the tax men
were due. He had spent the last week long visit locked in the
Lord’s workroom with only a foot-wide purple toad and a dying
kestrel for company. Kanin had claimed to have spent it in the
dungeon, but he might have been exaggerating. From all the panic
he’d assumed the army was something terrifying. He waited for the
men to do something scary, but they didn’t seem to want to.

“So much for
universally beloved, eh?” a second man guffawed. “What’re you doing
on your own out here child?”

“I got lost.”
Elliot admitted. He’d only left the Keep’s encircling meadow to
avoid the stones Kanin had been tossing at him from the
battlements, but for such a large clearing it was surprisingly
difficult to find again.

“I sort of
figured that much.” the officer remarked. “Climb up and we’ll see
what we can do. Do you belong to the village or an outlying
farm?”

“Farm.” Elliot
said. The word seemed to say itself and he wondered afterwards, as
he bounced behind the officer’s saddle, why he hadn’t told the
truth. Until recently he had never lied at all, and even now it was
only about the birds that kept seeking him out. Lying seemed rather
more trouble than it was worth, but he hadn’t had a moment’s
hesitation about it.

He was
surprised how fast a trot was. His only experience of riding was
being walked around the bailey on the cart horse before the guard
had been firmly told to stop it. Considering how far from the Keep
he was allowed to travel horses weren’t really needed. Elliot was
glad of it now. The taste of vomit was tainting his tongue as the
movement unsettled his stomach, but he didn’t want to draw
attention to himself by complaining.

He was
concentrating so hard on not being sick they were in the village
before he realised the trees were gone. The main street was wide,
lined with cobbled pavements which ran past single storey log huts.
By the torchlight Elliot saw that every window was tightly
shuttered and the doors firmly closed. Shortly they passed an
intersecting road and he could just make out another street on
either side of the one they travelled, separated by large,
herb-scented gardens. Kanin had said that three streets meant there
were enough serfs living here to call it a town, but he only wanted
to make his father seem more important. Elliot had read towns were
even larger and more crowded. He hoped he never had to see one.
There were too many eyes here to watch him as it was.

There were two
inns facing each other across the green. At least Elliot assumed
they were both inns. They were the only buildings whose doors were
marked by swinging lanterns and they had twice as many windows as
the other huts. The one nearest him had only one floor and was
built of wood and thatch. The soldiers glanced at it as they passed
but showed no signs of stopping. The second lit building was
grander, though not as grand as the silent sandstone temple they
rode by to reach it. Elliot reckoned the innkeeper must be one of
the richest villagers to have such a home. It had, in its way, the
grandeur of the Lord’s table. A place Elliot was far too lowly to
approach uninvited.

“Mind
yourself.” The officer warned as he carefully dismounted. Elliot
obediently clung to his perch but the man never came near to
knocking him. “Okay, hold out your arms.” He found himself being
gently lifted to the ground and steadied his feet and stomach. Now
he was supporting himself he felt much better. The esith he had
pushed under his tunic chirped in agreement. “Is your friend
alright?” the officer asked politely, keeping an arm around
Elliot’s shoulder as if afraid he was going to bolt. He wasn’t so
imposing without the horse adding to his height, inches shorter
than the Lord but bigger across the shoulders.

“He’s fine.”
Elliot said. “He broke his wing yesterday but I mended it.”

“So I see. It’s
a fine piece of work.”

“Thank
you.”

“He’s a lesser
esith, isn’t he? I heard the woods around here were full of
magical…”

The inn door
opened a crack and a large faced man peered out. He smiled at the
sight and flung the door fully open. “Army folk, I say. We weren’t
expecting you till tomorrow. You’re lucky I’m still up.”

“You’re always
up, Timas.” one of the men laughed. “I don’t know why your lady
wife puts up with you.”

“Well, she’s
always been the accepting kind.” The innkeeper shrugged with a
smile. He sounded quite content with the matter as well. “And what
have we here?” He knelt down to take a better look at Elliot. “Not
one of yours, I expect.”

“This isn’t the
kind of mission where you bring your family.” The officer agreed.
“No, we found him in the forest. We were trying to make the village
before midnight. Surprise everyone, we thought. Anyway, here’s this
kid, lost and standing by the roadside waiting for help to arrive.
I couldn’t just leave him there.”

“Obviously not.
Alone? His mother would kill you when she found out. Not that I can
tell you who she might be. Come in, all of you.”

Elliot noticed
that while he’d been staring at the innkeeper and the way his
double chin wobbled as he talked, the soldiers had been tethering
and unsaddling their horses. Now he was swept into the inn, wrapped
in a blanket and pushed into a chair by the small fire so fast he
nearly sat on the esith. When the bird squawked in protest he
pulled it out and settled it on the warm hearthstone. He heard the
officer say “doesn’t
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