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I thoroughly enjoy my night of passion with the mighty Baron of Thess and as dawn breaks, we lay in each other’s arms and while away the early morning light enjoying each other’s presence.  Kyle plays with my hair and kisses my breast on occasion while keeping a silly schoolboy grin plastered to his face.  “Aren’t you just a tad old for a tryst to affect you so?”  I ask and he shrugs his shoulders and gives me a sheepish grin.  He gets up slowly and heads to the window where his clothes somehow got to and begins to dress.  “Must you leave so early?”  I ask but I know the answer already.

“Can’t have the staff filling each other’s ears with talk,” Kyle says.  And I love him for it, making sure the staff respects the strange woman that arrived last night, and not assume she’s the Baron’s doxy.  Kyle turns and looks right through me for a moment and says “what does go on behind those steel grey eyes Whisper?”

“You already know the answer to that.”  I sass back playfully. 

“Maybe I don’t.  I am talking about John.  I thought a prospect had to ask three times.  My Alec only asked twice then gave up.”

“I’m getting old.  And maybe lonely.  It feels good to have an eager student.  Alec was never eager Kyle, just willing if it got him your respect.”

“Is that how I failed him Whisper? Not giving him respect.”

“Alec is Alec, he was never strong Kyle.  I’m sorry he found the bottle.”  I answer carefully.  The Winds know this man has tried to be a good father.

“None of my children are strong Whisper.  Rapists certainly, murderers possibly.  Each waiting for the first cough out of me that signals their fight for my throne.  And on the day I close my eyes on this world Whisper, Thess will be bathed in blood.  Mark my words.  None of my sons are strong enough to hold my lands.  Do you want to know something?”  Kyle goes on not caring whether I answer or not.  “I’ve watched young John, now your young John.”  Here Kyle chuckles gently.  “I wish he were my son.  Straight, honest, powerful.”

“Adopt him,” I say simply.

“I have considered it, but I dare not.  He’d be dead inside of a week.”

“I don’t suppose he might be a bastard of yours?”  I tease gently.

“Nothing like that I’m afraid.  I’ve had two great loves, Carla and you and that is all.  Not so much as a parlor maid in between.  You will look after him, won’t you?  Make sure he grows to be the man I know he can be.  I don’t mean that he can bash the skull in of a troll, or ride the meanest warhorse.  Nothing like that crap, Whisper.  I mean a good man, honest, strong in his convictions.  Someone who understands and stands up for what is honorable and right.  You’ll see to that won’t you?”

Now I grow frightened at Kyle’s words.  They are the words of a man readying himself for the end of his life.  And I let my anger spark “of course I will!  What do you take me for?”  I snap then soften almost as fast “Kyle, stop talking like someone is dancing on your grave.  The Winds will take you in their time.  John will be a first-class Rover.  He already has the basic instinct.  And you can see in those eyes, he’s a good man already.  He does not need my aid there.”

Kyle smiles and kisses me then leaves my chamber, and suddenly I feel very cold and alone.  But rescue is close at hand as a soft knock comes to my door only minutes later.  “Enter,” I command.

And John pops his head in “I made us breakfast.  What is our plan of action Whisper?  And have you’ve been crying or something?  I didn’t think legends cried.”

“When we meet one, we’ll ask.  I’d love breakfast, after which we will rub down our horses and start to talk to the people.”

“Why what will they tell us?”  John asks and I give him a knowing smile.  

“The people, my apprentice, know everything worth knowing.  Now let’s eat I am starved.”

We walk out of the keep and head into the small town that surrounds the keep on one side, protected by a curtain wall. Behind the keep lies a great rock mass of Thess, with a sheer cliff that protects one whole side of the keep.  The great rock was sacred to our ancestors who gave it a divine wind’s name, Thess.  Even if an army were to climb the rocky mass they’d have to jump off the cliff to get at the keep even with siege engines.  The entire barony of Thess is based on the strength of this holding alone.  The town is neat and orderly with well kept business which the owners sleep over on a second floor.  The daub and wattle is kept clean and in good repair, and two fine wells feed the needs of the people, just recently an underground sewer was installed.  All in all The Keep of Thess is a good place to live, that is if you like cities which on the whole I don’t.  John and I head to the Blue Swan the lowest of the dives in this town.  Every patron in that inn has all spent time in the Baron’s dungeons at one time or another, or on one of his ‘Reform Working Crews’.  The Baron took it into his head sometime back that if you show a man a good hard day’s work he’ll forswear crime.  I think you show anyone an easier way to make money other than hard work they’ll take it.  Sitting down at the bar John and I start listening to talk.  It takes several hours before who we are looking for comes in.  An old man sits next to us and starts to flirt with me and I ply him with enough drink to get his mouth flapping.

“Strange things up in the hills pretty miss.  Trolls aren’t the only thing up there.  Of course, when I say there are trolls in them hills no one believes me.  But there are trolls and now these day’s far worse.  Oops, my cups empty again.”  The old man says hopefully and I order another drink for him.

“What is far worse than a troll?”

“eh?”  He says looking bleary-eyed at me.

“In the hills what’s worse than a troll?”

“Ogres for one thing.  I’ve seen them.  But that ain’t all.  But I won’t tell you the things I’ve seen, not for someone as pretty as you.”  He says and leers at me.  

“I want to hear about what you’ve seen,” I say batting my deep blue eyes to which John rolls his.

“I’ve seen flying creatures.  Curl your blood they will.  They don’t fly high just off the ground but big and mean as they come.  I seen ‘em strip a deer to the bone and kill a man by looking at him real close.”  At that, my backwoodsman lover passes out and starts to snore on the bar.  The inn keeper looks at me as the snores get louder “you fed him the drinks he’s your problem.  Get him off my bar.”  I toss a gold piece at the inn keeper and say “that’ll buy him a room and all the drinks.”  Biting the gold piece the inn keeper nods and has two of the thugs at the bar end pick up the old man and take him upstairs to sleep it off.
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The sun begins to settle down for the night when Lord John watches the whore and his ex-squire enter the courtyard of the keep through the small glass window set in his tower room.  The humiliation of being dismissed by his father and that fat slob Seneschal still burned even the next day.  Lord John pours out another drink and watches as the two, Rover and apprentice walk toward the Donjon and takes careful aim with his imaginary bow and lets fly right into the heart of the whore.  As he stands there thinking this happy thought he licks his lips takes another swig of the wine then shakes his head.  

“Well, John my old son?  What’s it to be?”  Thinking this question over in his wine-soaked mind, John sets out his riding cloak and boots and straps on his sword.  Calling for a page he orders his mount to be made ready.  Setting out he walks to the courtyard and gets ready to mount then his eyes cross over to the guest tower quarters and the white-hot fury that would not cool grips him again.  He sees a page leaving the tower and stops him

“Where are the Rover and her apprentice quartered?” Lord John asks and the page obliges with a detailed answer.  John smiles then in a smooth motion draws his dagger and shoves the long thin blade into the pages rib cage and holds the lad still until he dies in John’s arm.  Blood smears itself on his riding cloak.  Looking around John takes the corpse with him inside the tower.  The murder was quick and quiet.  John had learned that trick long ago as a matter of survival.  More than one attempt had been made on his life by his loving brothers trying to thin the field.  Cleaning his dagger he ascends the stairs and finds refuge in a closet as he thinks through his plan of attack.  To be sure the whore was dangerous, but the squire was easy meat.  Starting there would make sense in two ways, an easy kill, and it would hurt the whore more than her own death.  Smiling at his devilish plan Lord John quietly opens the closet and moves up the stairs ascending to the second floor where the ex-squire resides.  He knocks on the door and the boy opens it.  Giving the lad a smile Lord John makes a quick bow and says “I wanted to apologize for my temper yesterday.  If you wish to be a Rover that is of course your right.  May I come in a moment?”  The apprentice Rover nods and steps back allowing access to the room.  Lord John readies his dagger and continues to speak.  “I was very upset by the attack.  I should have stayed and fought.  But instead, I groveled in my pavilion.  Not what people around here expect of a Baron.”  As he ends on “Baron” Lord John strikes out; at the young man, who turns quickly trying to escape the blow; and plunges the dagger into the young man and withdraws it quickly.  “And as no one needs to know about my failing your death is required.”  With that Lord John, begins to climb the stairs again to finish off the Rover when he hears a door open above him and voices one is his father!  He flies down the stairs and out to his mount.  He needs to be far away when this night's work is discovered.  Lord John races through the east gate the smallest and sleepiest of the three gates of the Keep and out into the countryside.  Cursing himself for the coward he is “you should’ve killed the bitch!  She will hunt you down now you fool!”  He shouts to himself as he rides away from the keep.
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