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PART I

THE LANTERN
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I
Sack!

[image: ]he wall was down, the breach taken. Buildings were on fire. In the courtyards the men had turned to murder. They peered through armoured eye-slits at the figures who ran before them. They bellowed in their visors with the lust of the chase. Screams hung like the smoke in the air.

Among the sheds near the palace gardens some fugitives were cornered. They were servants – unarmed scullions and barrow-boys. But the attackers in their madness saw only living flesh. They hunted after them through the little rooms, overturning the pots and barrows and flinging aside the stacks of hoes to catch the squirming, rag-clad bodies that hid there, and to hack and hack and hack and stand grunting, even laughing, over the bloody figures at their feet.

One of the sheds had been barricaded. An armoured man, covered in dirt and blood, was flinging himself at the door. It shuddered at each rush but inside there were bodies pressed against it. It did not give way. The attacker roared like a drunk, ‘Here, here!’ and threw himself at the door again. Others were beginning to gather, clutching weapons that dribbled with fresh blood.

‘Fire it!’ cried one.

‘An axe, an axe!’ bellowed the madman at the door. Another yelled and lunged at a little window where a pale face had shown itself fleetingly from within. His blade prised the shutter open. He reached through to flail at the people inside. They must have recoiled, for suddenly the door was giving and the men battering at it were tumbling forward in a clatter of arms and swearing.

More cries, from behind them now! Another group ran up, yelling ‘Quarter!’ in voices already hoarse from shouting. They were armoured, too, with mail and open helmets, but carried only staffs. Frenziedly they seized on the knights in the doorway and pulled them back.

‘Quarter!’ screamed one, kneeling on the chest of the fallen madman with his nose an inch from the man’s helm. ‘In the King’s name!’

The madman thrashed and bellowed but his sword was gone and he was pinned. The newcomers clustered around their leader, blocking the doorway. One looked within.

‘They’re alive still,’ he said.

‘Quarter!’ cried the man on the fallen knight’s chest. He was a fat, red-faced fellow with greying brows who glared at the murderous men before him. ‘In the name of the King.’

‘King?’ groaned the knight on the ground. ‘Who calls on the King?’

‘Thomas Padry, King’s chancellor,’ said the fat man, sweating in his helmet and coat of iron. ‘The King promised me every man, woman or child over whom I laid my staff.’

The knight was silent for a moment, as if the things that made him human were reassembling slowly in his brain.

‘He did,’ he muttered. ‘He did. Let me up.’

Slowly they picked themselves off the ground together and looked at one another. The bloody knight towered over the fat chancellor. His face, enclosed in his helm, could not be seen. His surplice was gone, torn from him in the fight, or perhaps he had never worn one. His shield was gone, too. There was no device on him but the streaks of blood on his mail.

The chancellor stood his ground and held his staff. All around them the air drifted with smoke and the sounds of screams.

The knight bowed his head and turned. ‘Come,’ he said to his fellow murderers. ‘There is more to do.’ With a slow clatter of arms and the faceless glances of helms they followed him away.

Thomas Padry stood at the door to the shed. He could see, above the line of the rooftops, the battlements of the great round keep. Up there, tiny but clear, the dark heads of the defenders moved quickly in and out of the cover while the delicate flick, flick of arrows flew around them. Down below there were shouts and the sound of running. Beside him someone was giggling – a high, hysterical sound that broke into sobs. Some of his companions had begun to coax the survivors out of their refuge and into the dreadful sunlight. Others were checking the remaining sheds, pausing cautiously in the doorways and calling within – into the seeping, responseless dark where murder had been done.

He leaned against the doorpost, shaking with exhaustion. His throat was hoarse and his skin was soaked. He felt the weight of his armour settling heavily on him. Armour! By the Angels, he hated it almost as much as the things it was supposed to protect him from! The padded leather coat rucked and heaved with every move he made, rubbing his skin sore in a dozen places. And the shirt of iron rings he wore over that dragged him down so that his shoulders and knees sagged. He could not run so much as waddle, and he could not see so much as peer through the frame of his helmet like a poor carthorse trying to look past its blinkers. He was sweating like a roast in an oven. He could have drunk a bottle – no, a butt – of water without stopping for breath. Come to that, he was short of breath as well. But there was no time to rest or think or drink. There was more to do.

One of his men hurried white-faced from a shed, propelled by something he had seen there. He dropped to his knees. A second later he began to vomit.

Padry heaved himself from the doorpost and lumbered over to the kneeling man. He knew he should have told them. He had told them, but he should have told them better, the things that really happened when men had iron in their hands. These boys were not warriors. They were clerks and priests who spent their days copying his documents. They had volunteered when he had appealed to them, but they had had no idea what it would be like. And it was too late to tell them now. Now they knew, and they would never forget. They had seen men pinned to doors by arrows through the ear or tongue or testicles. They had seen a babe still mewing bloodily on the point of a pike. They would carry the images in their heads for ever, as he did.

All he could do for them was …

‘Be glad if your stomach turns, Master Ricard,’ he said, patting the clerk’s shoulder and speaking in what he hoped was a kindly, jovial voice. ‘For it is a sure sign that you are still with us.’

The man climbed slowly to his feet, pointing into the shed. He could not speak. Padry, who had no wish to look on this particular horror himself, took him gently by the arm and steered him away.

‘The one in there has no need of us, I take it,’ he said.

‘No, master,’ grunted the young man. ‘No.’

‘Well then,’ said Padry, as cheerfully as he could, ‘let us busy ourselves with those who have. And if your heart is the heavier, why, your belly is the lighter now. So you may make the same speed as before!’

‘Yes, master,’ said the clerk, still shaking his head.

Yes, master, thought Padry. And tonight, my boy, you will tell your fellows it was not the blood that made you gag but your master’s wordplay. And they will all say, Oh aye! and together you will repeat all the other things I’ve said to you while these things embraced you. And you will roll your eyes and mock me, imitate my voice and my walk, and laugh until you are sick once more. And I forgive you for it. I forgive all of you, for you have followed me out of love and I know it.

Besides, if a man could not laugh today, he would surely scream.

‘Well done,’ he said, patting the man’s shoulder again. ‘Now— What? What?’

Someone was pulling at his other arm. It was a woman, one of the survivors from the hut. She was dressed like a high-standing servant. Her face was narrow and bird-like. Her accent was so thick that he could not understand what she was saying to him. But she was speaking the same words, again and again, and pulling at him.

‘It’s all right,’ he said, as soothingly as he could. ‘We won’t harm you.’

Still she was pulling at his arm and saying the same thing, urgently. Still he could not understand her. She must be one of the hill people, he thought – the heathen, wretched folk who lived in the mountains and the march west of Derewater. What was she doing here? What fate had brought…?

Again she pulled at him, almost shrieking now. And she pointed away behind her.

‘Hold on, hold on,’ he grumbled. ‘I’m coming. Lex!’

‘Yes, Chancellor?’ said one of the young priests with him.

‘I’m going with this one. You’ll have to get the rest of them out of here. And spare some to keep looking, will you? Find every one we can.’

‘Yes, Chancellor.’

He followed the hillwoman in a daze of exhaustion, out behind the sheds and down a short mews. There was a wall ahead of him. Beyond it was the keep. Angels send that she did not want him to go in there! The mines below it had been fired hours ago. The props would be down to ashy nothing by now. It should have fallen already. Looking up, he wondered if the stonework was indeed beginning to sag as its foundations were eaten away.

The woman led him on, down the mews, straight towards the keep. At the far end he could see a flight of steps leading up to a little postern door. His nerve failed him. ‘Stop!’ he cried. ‘We can’t go in there!’

They would shoot him from the roof even if he tried! Whoever was still in there was going down to the bitter end.

But she screamed at him and pulled at his hand. He followed, feet stumbling. There was a body lying face down near the foot of the steps …

In the left wall of the mews was a little iron-grille door. The woman ran to it, looked through and called. Then she turned to Padry and beckoned urgently.

Padry glanced fearfully upwards. They were within easy shot of the keep. Dark slits looked down on him. Anyone behind them with a crossbow …

Hurry!

He came to the door and peered through. He blinked.

For a moment it seemed to him that he must be looking through a window in time to another place. It was a place he knew well. It was the small walled garden in Tuscolo, where he would walk when he needed to clear his mind, and where no murder had ever come. There were colonnades about it and pavements lined with pots of sweet-smelling plants – all the things the fevered brain needed to calm it and set it on the path of contemplation. And in the middle of the court there was the same old fountain with the same wide stone bowl, like a great cup belonging to some giant of legend.

By the fountain, looking away from him, was a child. She wore a dress of rich blue. Her hair was long and dark. She was standing quite still.

Padry gripped the bars. This was no vision. The garden was like the one in Tuscolo, very like. It was bright and calm in the sunshine. But it was here in Velis, and beyond its walls the plumes of smoke drifted and screams still tortured the air. This little pocket of Heaven was surrounded by a hell that would consume it in minutes.

Beside him the hillwoman bent and called urgently through the bars of the door. The word sounded like ‘Atti!’ The child must have heard her but she did not look. She stood with her dark plaits falling over her dress and ignored them. She ignored everything that was happening around her.

Padry cursed and tried the door. It was bolted from within. He tried to force his hand through the bars but the fine iron tracery would not let him. This is Heaven, it seemed to say. It is not for you.

He shook the bars again. Useless. He must not panic. The just man should not panic. Nor should the philosopher weep at the pity of the world.

‘Atti! Come!’ called the woman beside him.

He bent and called, too. ‘You must come,’ he hooted. ‘It is not safe!’

The child did not look at them.

‘Atti!’ wailed the hillwoman.

‘Atti!’ he echoed, assuming this was the child’s name.

She did turn, then. And it seemed to him that it was at his voice that she turned – perhaps simply to see this stranger who presumed to call her so. He beckoned urgently.

‘Come. Come, dear.’

For a moment she turned away once more. She stood in the sunlight by the fountain with all the war and fury around separated from her only by the thinness of a garden wall. But then she seemed to change her mind. She faced them, and came walking slowly down the flowered paths towards the door.

And Angels! There were arrows falling in the garden, dropping from the tops of their arcs near the keep roof! They fell like single spots of rain. The sunlight flashed on them as they tumbled from the sky. But still the child walked towards him, keeping her eyes on his face.

‘Can you open it?’ he said, and shook the gate again.

She looked at him with dark brown eyes. She might have been no more than eleven years old. She was fine-boned, small and solemn. Her skin was pale, her brows beautiful and dark, her nose finishing delightfully in a curve that was not quite snub. He saw that in a very few years she would be enchanting indeed – if she lived. And he knew who she must be.

‘You have to open it,’ he said. ‘Quickly!’

She put out her hand and drew the bolt. The door to the little Heaven opened. Scarcely believing the grace that had been granted to them, Padry reached and took her hand. It doesn’t matter who she is, he thought. She is a soul like any other, and more innocent than most. Angels, only let me get her out of this!

She was ignoring the hillwoman, who must have been her maid. She was ignoring her with the childish determination of a girl who had quarrelled and had not yet forgiven. Of course the maid would have been trying to hide her, but the girl, frightened, must have run away to lock herself in the fountain garden while the King’s warriors stormed through the stronghold and murdered everyone they could.

‘Come!’ he said, glancing upwards at the keep. (Umbriel! Was it about to fall?) Still keeping hold of the child’s hand, he hurried back down the mews with the hillwoman at his heels. Lex and a couple of his fellows were waiting at the sheds.

‘I’ve another one!’ said Padry. ‘Lex, I’ve another one!’

‘Another wordplay, master? Or a soul?’

Padry looked down at the girl, who still held his hand. ‘Oh, it is a soul, I think.’

‘Angels! Isn’t that the Baldwin child?’

‘I think so. Can you take her to the breach?’

‘We should take her to the King.’

‘To the breach first,’ said Padry, panting. ‘There will be time to find and tell the King later. Also …’ He hesitated. ‘Also,’ he went on, ‘I think it would be wise to let Gueronius forget that I sat on his chest, before I see him again.’

Lex’s jaw dropped. ‘That bloody knight? That was the King?’

‘None other.’

Lex shook his head in disbelief. He said something. But his words were lost in the long roar of the keep falling.


II
Chess Pieces

[image: ]t sunset King Gueronius was in his tent in the dunes above the sea. He had put off his armour, bathed and then oiled his young beard with scents. He wore blue silks with the great yellow sun of his house gleaming on them. He had a cup of wine in his hand and had himself poured another for his chief ally, the marshal Orcrim, who captained the troops of the Lady of Develin.

The marshal was a white-haired giant of a man whose age had robbed him of the use of his legs. He lay propped on cushions on his litter, frowning over a chessboard on which black and white pieces stood locked in silent combat. But the King (who was losing) appeared to have forgotten the game. He paced to and fro, laughing, talking, pausing now and then to gaze out at the glowing horizon.

‘Do you see?’ he cried, pointing across the bay. ‘Do you see all the jewels of Velis that they would have kept from us? Now they shall belong to us – and not only to us, but to all men! The sea is ours again, as it should be. So Wulfram came from the sea, with three ships, four Angels, seven sons and one thing!’ His finger swept the wavetops. In the long light of the summer evening they glittered like jewels indeed.

‘A salty prize,’ said Orcrim drily. He jerked his chin. ‘I should have said the city itself was a greater reward for this day’s work.’

Across the bay rose Velis, the second city of the Kingdom, on its pair of round hills. Its walls glowed in the low sun. Heavy smoke still trailed from the castle, blown southward by the sea breeze. Where the keep had ruled the skyline there was now only an absence. Without it the city looked unbalanced. Its spires and towers clustered awkwardly like witnesses at the death of a friend.

‘Velis is a prize, yes,’ said the King. ‘But where does her wealth come from? From the sea. Orcrim, in my city of Tuscolo I have found treaties drawn in secret by past kings, with Velis – with Velis, as if she were an equal power and not a subject of the Crown! To Velis alone was granted the right to trade with merchants from other lands, provided that they met in secret places, neither their land nor ours, and that no Outlander should set foot in the Kingdom itself. Orcrim, did you know there were other lands beyond the sea?’

‘I did not suppose that Wulfram was born on a wavetop. Nor that the silks I have had from Velis in happier times were woven here.’

‘And yet you never thought to ask where these lands might be, or what manner of men lived there! It is vile and heinous that such things should be hidden for the sake of profit! Now the secrets of Velis will be ours. We shall meet with these merchants. Maybe we shall even travel to their lands, far beyond the water. My lord, when you look over this bay, you see a city. But I see the world!’

Again he pointed out over the glimmering wave-tops, into the far distance where the sea and sky blended into one.

‘I see what a man can hold,’ said Orcrim. ‘No man can hold the world.’

‘Hold it? I dare say not. But to know it – to go and go, to push the skyline back with each step and open new sights to the eye! Did Wulfram himself do less, when he set out in his three ships? So Wulfram came from the sea! Did not his sons, when they took the Kingdom for their own? Hah, Dieter!’ he cried, throwing up his arms in a kind of ecstasy. ‘Hah, keen-eyed Lomba!’

‘Your Majesty speaks the truth, as the stories tell us. In their youth, so they did. And (permit me to say it) Your Majesty is a young man also. Young men long to push skylines, even to seize kingdoms, if they are able. But a man who will have something to keep must learn how to hold it – a king most of all. Now I have not had the use of my feet for nine months, but—’

‘Oh aye! To see you riding in your litter to the breach this morning – it was the bravest sight in the world! I shall have new verses written in The Tale of Kings. And by Heaven, sir, one will be for you!’

‘Your Majesty does me honour. But fighting men must know where their captain is. I did not mean to let mine—’

‘That is right!’ said the King quickly. ‘They must know where their captain is – by the standard, in command. I did not forget it, sir. Not in the very thick did I forget it!’

‘I am certain of it, Sire,’ said the marshal impassively. ‘Although in truth I was so tossed about in the press that I had no eyes but for my bearers and barely a word but to bid them hold me steady. It is not good to go without legs into a fight. May Heaven allow that this will be my last.’

‘The last and the greatest,’ said the King. ‘This morning, when the stewards refused our summons to surrender, I tell you I all but wept for joy. Was there ever such a fight, Orcrim? I killed all who came against me! Tell me truly, of all the fights you have seen, was this not your greatest?’

Orcrim frowned over his wine. ‘Greatest? Four years back, when I restored my Lady Develin to her house and lands, we struck barely a blow. Yet with speed of horse and a mob of peasants we chased her enemies from Develin in a month. Was this not all that a fighting man could hope for?’

‘A feat indeed, but hardly a fight. I mean your fiercest, or most desperate.’

‘Whenever I face a man with iron, it is desperate. But…’ Orcrim looked into his cup again, as though he might see something there. ‘But I stood in an affray a little before the taking of Develin. That was the worst, I think.’

‘Tell me.’

‘It was a small matter,’ said Orcrim reluctantly. ‘I had but twelve knights with me, and two women and a boy.’

‘And how many men had your enemy?’

‘Men? Two, only.’

‘By the Angels, sir! You mock me!’

‘Your Majesty asked how many men. There were others that were not men. And by the Angels you name, Sire, I would face any number of pikes sooner than look into those eyes again!’

The King gave him a long, hard stare. ‘What do you mean? Witchcraft?’

‘So some might call it.’

At length the King shrugged. ‘If all I have heard is true, a man who once served Tarceny must have expected to meet such things.’

‘So I believe it is said, Your Majesty. At all events I no longer serve Tarceny but my Lady of Develin. And through her fealty to you, I serve yourself.’ Orcrim looked up. ‘Now here is another servant who has changed houses, I believe. Only this one is the teacher who quit Develin for yours.’

A small party of men were picking their way up the strand towards the tent. At their head was Thomas Padry.

When a teacher falls among lords and killers of men, what is he to do?

Why, teach, where he can – where they have children they will set before him. And when those children grow and take power themselves, then teach them again – only this time call it not ‘teaching’ but ‘counsel’.

Teach them, all the time, that there is a Path they must follow. The Path is not easy and not always clear, but every living moment brings a choice between following it and straying from it. And once the soul has strayed it is harder than ever to return to the right way.

Teach? Beg, plead, wheedle, cajole … When they listen, then beg some more. And if they share a little of their power – if, say, they make you their chancellor because you were once their teacher and seemed wise – then use the power you are given. Write the laws, give judgement, seek agreement and then once again beg your man of power to endorse it. And when all else fails, then yes, even put on armour and follow him through the breaches to stay his hand from slaughter where you can. Every moment is another step along the Path.

Thomas Padry, trudging bone-weary across the soft beach-sand, supposed that it might indeed have been through the act of some Angel that he had become first tutor and then counsellor to the young Gueronius diTuscolo, who would now be undisputed King. He had not thought the Angels had such a wicked sense of humour.

‘Ho, Lord Chancellor,’ cried the King gaily. ‘It has been a good day. For you I trust also?’

‘Your Majesty,’ said Padry, bowing.

‘The marshal and I were debating,’ said the King. ‘But the old man and the young do not agree. Now you stand between us in years. What do you say is the greatest prize we have won today?’

Padry frowned. ‘Why, Your Majesty,’ he said carefully, ‘I suppose … I suppose it must be our blisters.’

‘Our blisters? How?’

‘Your Majesty, I do not think we dream of blisters. Nor do I think there can be blisters in Heaven. Therefore, since we most certainly have blisters, we may know that we are neither dead nor dreaming but are alive at the end of this day. And that is a prize worthy of thanks.’

‘Amen,’ said the King. ‘I had not thought to give thanks for my blisters.’

‘Well … It may be that I have accrued more than Your Majesty. For I swear I have them on every limb and part of me. Even so I am grateful, since by this I may know that all my parts are still joined to me and that I am not in any sense diminished. Indeed,’ he went on, theatrically wiping his brow, ‘since they swell according to their nature, I may even claim to have increased a little.’

‘You are still joined to your tongue, it seems,’ growled Orcrim, with a face like a severe old abbess in whose presence the conversation has turned to sex.

‘Nor will he let it rest, until he breathes his last,’ said the King.

Padry would have added that it was surely bliss ter be alive. But he glanced once more at the marshal and stifled his pun with regret.

‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘I have the terms of the city’s surrender for your consideration.’

‘They have agreed to unseal all their charts and records of sailings, and to put their mariners and shipwrights at our disposal?’

‘Among other things, Your Majesty. The fine—’

‘Enough. I will consent. Tell me of your morning, Chancellor. What success had you?’

Dear Heaven! thought Padry. Enough! I will consent…

It was possible to be fond of Gueronius. In fact it was not difficult at all. He had the charm of a young bear. He had no use for subtlety, but the warmth and loyalty he showed to those around him was real. And he was willing to do what men thought right when his attention could be brought to it.

But – was it too much to ask for just a few seconds of his ear?

While others were resting after the fight Padry had gone to meet with the aldermen of Velis. Still sweating and clinking in his mail, he had spent hours in a stifling room haggling with a pack of frightened, stubborn, miserly old men who had twisted and turned and wormed every way they could before granting anything that might conceivably satisfy the morning’s victors. Were all his demands and compromises, the drafting and re-drafting of words worth thousands of crowns, now to be granted with the wave of a hand? But Gueronius must know what it was he was consenting to, or he would surely find some fault with it later on.

‘If Your Majesty pleases, perhaps we should consider—’

‘We shall consider that which is most important. For a fight brings many things, yet I never heard of stranger deeds than yours. Tell me of your morning. I command it.’

‘Aye, sir clerk,’ said the old marshal, rolling his eyes. ‘Tell us. Did you talk the King’s foes to death when you met them?’

No, thought Padry crossly. But now I must talk away the King’s battle-madness, so that he may be better pleased with himself.

‘You do him injustice,’ said the King (and Padry heard something uneasy in his chuckle). ‘My “clerk,” as you call him, was on his knees to me before dawn, begging that he and his priestly friends should don mail and follow us into the breach. Not to strike a blow for Our Person, no. But to bring Our Clemency to all whom they could, once the defence was broken, and so make Our day’s work pleasing in the eyes of the Angels.’

The marshal stared. Padry set his teeth.

‘I have seen sack, my lord,’ he said softly.

‘And so have I!’ said the marshal. ‘And it is better to walk among wounded lions than to go crying peace among armed men with the blood-lust on them. What was this for?’

‘Before you came to Develin I was a master at the school there. I was in the house the day the soldiers of Velis took it by treachery.’

‘And someone spared you?’

(Spared me, sir? One of your kind, spare me? I would laugh if I could, but I cannot!)

‘My lord, I hid in a chimney. So did one other below me. When they came to search it they poked my companion with pikes and he fell down among them. They cut him to pieces. I heard …’

Padry looked down at the sand between his feet, groping for words to describe how the screams of the man, an honest house-servant, had echoed in the stonework around him those five years ago. He wanted words that would protest to the marshal and to the King against all sack, all blood-letting everywhere, including the murder they had done that morning. He wanted to jar them to the core of their iron-blinkered souls!

But the words would not come. And other instincts rushed to haul him back, reminding him that he was tired, and that he must not – must not – appear to criticize Gueronius before a witness without being very, very sure of what he was doing.

‘They – they busied themselves with him. But they never looked further up the chimney to see me there. So I lived and owe my life to the Angels. And so’ – he shrugged, and finished as quickly as he could – ‘so I do what I can, my lord.’

‘Aye,’ said the King, whose eyes had wandered out to sea. ‘And for two years as my tutor he dinned it into me also. Do what you can. Hide not from the world, for it will find you out and betray you. So do. And today we have done, have we not?’

‘Indeed, Your Majesty,’ said Padry woodenly.

‘An honest thought, but foolish,’ said Orcrim. ‘You were lucky to come away with no more than blisters. And in all that rout I think you will not have saved more than a handful – six at most. Am I right?’

‘In truth it was almost a score, my lord. Mostly of low rank, it is true. I do not count those that men may have taken for ransom—’

Orcrim’s eyes narrowed. ‘Mostly of low rank?’

(A pox on all bloody men with more brains than they had a right to!) Padry had not wanted it to come out like this.

‘Um … Indeed, my lord.’ He coughed. ‘Your Majesty will wish to know—’

Gueronius turned back hastily. ‘Aye, it is well done. Padry, I am to have new verses sung in The Tale of Kings. And for this day’s work you, too, shall have one.’

‘But I want to hear—’ said the marshal.

‘Your Majesty is gracious,’ said Padry hurriedly. ‘But you would wish to know that among those spared – through your clemency – we have found the child Astria, daughter of Tancrem of Baldwin whom your uncle King Septimus slew in Tarceny.’

‘Very good,’ said the King, nodding.

‘No, Your Majesty!’ said the marshal, raising his hand. ‘It is very good. I was wondering what had become of her. And now I think your clerk may after all have done you greater service than any fighting man who climbed through the breach this morning. If you will permit it, I shall give you some advice.’

Padry gritted his teeth. He could guess what was coming.

‘Gladly,’ said the King.

The marshal heaved his huge frame upright among his cushions. ‘Your Majesty asked what prize we have won today. It is plain. The child Astria is the heir to Baldwin and to Velis. So, if you would have your victory last, you will bring her to Tuscolo, have her cared for, and when she is of age you will wed her. Then no power in the Kingdom will be strong enough to challenge you. We shall see such a peace as we have not known in thirty, maybe three hundred years. We may rebuild what we have destroyed. We will till the earth, year in, year out, and never lift a weapon against one another. This is the greatest prize.’

The King frowned at the old warrior. ‘I had not given thought to marriage, Marshal,’ he said.

‘Then it is time that you did. Again, it is a matter of holding what you have. And let me tell you that the holding is often harder than the gaining …’

Padry’s fingers clenched and unclenched themselves around his staff. He looked down at his feet, trying to harry his wits into order. His head was singing with exhaustion. He could see the individual grains of sand speckling upon his toes. And deliberately, in his mind, he pictured himself reaching out to take hold of his anger. Anger did not lead along the Path. Above all, he must not be angry because the marshal had advised the King before he himself could! In one way the advice was not bad at all. She lives and we have her. Let us use her so, like a pawn at chess, and our position is strengthened. If he had not seen her he might have counselled the same thing.

But she was not a chess piece. She was a soul, as he had said to Lex. In his mind he saw again how she had walked across the garden with the spent arrows dropping out of the air, and how she had looked at him through the barred door to the fountain court (those delicate, wary eyes, which already seemed to know how much evil there was in the world!). Her house had been torched and the people she knew slaughtered. Yet she had drawn the bars at his word and put her hand in his. This morning he had saved an innocent from the fire. If there was one thing among all others in all his life that he could hold up to the Angels, it would surely be this!

He gripped his staff, pushing the butt end sharply into the sand. He knew better than to blurt out his feelings in council. The King was reluctant in any case. There were subtler ways of doing it.

‘With your leave, Your Majesty …?’ he murmured.

‘On the same?’ sighed the King. ‘If you must’

‘The marshal speaks well of peace,’ Padry said. ‘A lasting peace is the prize. With peace there may be law. In older days the High Kings made such law that a man who carried a purse of gold might go from one end of the Kingdom to another without fear—’

‘Aye, this I will do also!’ said Gueronius.

‘Only for that reason, Your Majesty, the matter of marriage must be carefully weighed. Your hand may only be given once. And there may be more than one possibility. The Lady of Develin herself might be considered. Baldwin may or may not rise again. But as things stand Develin is second in strength only to the royal house itself.’

The marshal eyed him coldly. ‘Is this a considered proposal, Sir Clerk? For when my lady gave me the charge of her soldiers she let me have no word on what I might say to this.’

‘It is the first I have heard of either idea,’ said the King.

‘Well then, Your Majesty,’ said Orcrim, ‘I do not think your chancellor’s other former pupil would thank him for this thought. It is well known that she mourns one she has lost and that she will take no man until her mourning is past.’

‘Not even if I commanded it?’ said the King sharply.

The marshal looked into his wine. ‘If it lay between marriage and war,’ he said slowly, ‘I suppose she would choose marriage. She has said as much to me. If it were to save the Kingdom when another had imperilled it…’ He shrugged elaborately and affected a glance at the chessboard. ‘Why, Sire,’ he exclaimed in a tone of surprise, ‘I believe it must be your move.’

The King ignored him. ‘Is it the command that imperils the Kingdom then?’ he insisted. ‘Or is it the answer? Tell me, Marshal. Whom does Develin truly serve?’

Orcrim met his look. ‘She had put her hands between yours. Her dead lie with yours in this morning’s breaches. Is it necessary to have her body as well, before you are sure of her? Whereas Baldwin—’

‘That is no matter. Marriage I shall consider at a time and place of my choosing. Now I speak of loyalty. You tell me that hers is to me. Indeed. But one cannot serve two kings. What of this hedge-king we hear of, who holds no land and yet will give judgement on all? Is her loyalty not to him?’

‘That one? I have heard of him, I suppose. But surely Your Majesty jests—’

‘Do I? Why has she not sent him to me in chains, then?’

The marshal eased himself back into his cushions. He looked less comfortable now, thought Padry with some satisfaction. This would pay the old brute for making the child into a pawn – and for calling an honest chancellor ‘clerk’ to his face!

But Padry was also curious. He, too, had heard of the so-called ‘Hidden King’, or ‘Prince Under the Sky’ (Prince Under the Sky? Strange name! Did it mean that the fellow was so poor he had no roof over his head? Or so rich that all the lands under the sky were his?). At all events he seemed to be a figure of some authority, in a land where all authority must be united in the King. And Padry guessed that Develin knew more about this person than the marshal was admitting.

‘Shall my lady hunt through the ditches of the land and send to Tuscolo every ragged prophet she finds?’ growled the marshal. ‘Is all the blood that Develin has spilled for you mute beside these hedge-whispers? This man is not in Develin’s country, but in the March of Tarceny – beyond our reach and, I suppose, beyond even yours, Your Majesty.

‘And permit me to say another thing about kings, Sire, since I have seen more than one. A king must beware, yes. Always. But if he looks too hard for enemies then he may find enemies indeed. And not only in his own head!’

The two men glared at one another. Then the King shrugged a shoulder.

‘If you say so, Marshal. I am not going to make enemies today. That and marriage can wait for another time.’

And he turned. Putting his hand on an awning pole, he went back to staring at the sea.

The sun was sinking to the water, spreading its light in a great flare of gold. The last of the sea breeze sighed in the tent-ropes. No one spoke. The marshal frowned over the chessboard. He tried a few moves of the King’s pieces, shaking his head and replacing each in turn. The King ignored him. Padry watched them both. At length he coughed, signed to one of the clerks to bring him a scroll, and unrolled it. ‘The terms of surrender, Your Majesty. The city has agreed to pay a fine of fifteen thousand in silver—’

‘So little?’ interjected the marshal. ‘Must my men go unpaid on their march home? Unfed, too?’

‘As to the feeding of them,’ said Padry, ‘the city has undertaken to provide—’

‘It is well, Marshal,’ said the King, still standing with his back to them. ‘It is well.’

For a moment Padry and the marshal waited, thinking that he would add some order or correction. They could hear him murmuring as he stood and stared at the sunset. But he was not speaking to them. Padry recognized the opening verses of The Tale of Kings.

‘So Wulfram came over the sea,’ chanted the young man softly.

‘With three ships, four Angels, seven sons and one thing.

‘And the thing was Iron …’

And iron in the hands of men, thought Padry, had never brought the Kingdom peace.
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