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Assassin's Apprentice

CHAPTER ONE
The Earliest History

H STORY OF THE Six Duchies is of necessity a history is of its ruling famly,
the Farseers. A conplete telling would reach back beyond the founding of the
First Duchy and, if such names were renmenbered, would tell us of Qutislanders
raiding fromthe sea, visiting as pirates a shore nore tenperate and gentler
than the icy beaches of the CQut Islands. But we do not know the names of these
earliest forebears.

And of the first real King, little nore than his name and sonme extravagant
| egends renmain. Taker his nane was, quite sinply, and perhaps with that nam ng
began the tradition that daughters and sons of his |ineage woul d be given nanes
that woul d shape their lives and beings. Folk beliefs claimthat such nanmes were
seal ed to the newborn babes by magic, and that these royal offspring were
i ncapabl e of betraying the virtues whose nanes they bore. Passed through fire
and plunged through salt water and offered to the winds of the air; thus were
nanes seal ed to these chosen children. So we are told. A pretty fancy, and
per haps once there was such a ritual, but history shows us this was not always
sufficient to bind a child to the virtue that named it

My pen falters, then falls frommy knuckly grip, leaving a worm s trail of

i nk across Fedwen's paper. | have spoiled another |eaf of the fine stuff, in
what | suspect is a futile endeavor. | wonder if | can wite this history, or if
on every page there will be sone sneaking show of a bitterness | thought |ong
dead. | think nyself cured of all spite, but when I touch pen to paper, the hurt
of a boy bleeds out with the sea-spawned ink, until | suspect each carefully

formed bl ack | etter scabs over sone ancient scarlet wound.

Both Fedw en and Patience were so filled with enthusiasm whenever a witten
account of the history of the Six Duchies was discussed that | persuaded nysel f
the witing of it was a worthwhile effort. | convinced nyself that the exercise
woul d turn ny thoughts aside fromny pain and help the time to pass. But each
hi storical event | consider only awakens ny own personal shades of |oneliness
and loss. | fear | will have to set this work aside entirely, or else give into
reconsidering all that has shaped what | have beconme. And so | begin again, and
again, but always find that | amwiting of my own beginnings rather than the
begi nnings of this land. | do not even know to whom | try to explain nyself. M
life has been a web of secrets, secrets that even now are unsafe to share. Shal
| set themall down on fine paper, only to create fromthem flame and ash?

Per haps.

My menories reach back to when | was six years old. Before that, there is
not hing, only a blank gulf no exercise of nmy mnd has ever been able to pierce.
Prior to that day at Mdonseye, there is nothing. But on that day they suddenly
begin, with a brightness and detail that overwhelns ne. Sonetines it seens too
complete, and I wonder if it is truly mine. AmI| recalling it frommnm own m nd,
or fromdozens of retellings by |egions of kitchen maids and ranks of scullions
and herds of stable boys as they explained ny presence to each other? Perhaps
have heard the story so many tines, fromso nany sources, that | now recall it
as an actual nmemory of my own. |Is the detail the result of a six-year-old' s open
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absorption of all that goes on around hin? O could the conpl eteness of the
menory be the bright overlay of the Skill, and the later drugs a nman takes to
control his addiction to it, the drugs that bring on pains and cravings of their
own? The last is nbst possible. Perhaps it is even probable. One hopes it is not
t he case.

The renenbrance is al nost physical: the chill grayness of the fading day, the
renorsel ess rain that soaked nme, the icy cobbles of the strange town's streets,
even the callused roughness of the huge hand that gripped ny snall one.
Sonmetimes | wonder about that grip. The hand was hard and rough, trapping mne
withinit. And yet it was warm and not unkind as it held nine. Only firm It
did not let me slip on the icy streets, but it did not let me escape ny fate,
either. It was as inplacable as the icy gray rain that glazed the tranpl ed snow
and ice of the gravel ed pathway outside the huge wooden doors of the fortified
buil ding that stood |like a fortress within the town itself.

The doors were tall, not just to a six-year-old boy, but tall enough to admt
giants, to dwarf even the rangy old man who towered over nme. And they | ooked
strange to ne, although | cannot summon up what type of door or dwelling would
have | ooked fanmiliar. Only that these, carved and bound with bl ack iron hinges,
decorated with a buck's head and knocker of gl eam ng brass, were outside of ny
experience. | recall that slush had soaked through ny clothes, so ny feet and
|l egs were wet and cold. And yet, again, | cannot recall that | had wal ked far
through winter's last curses, nor that | had been carried. No, it all starts
there, right outside the doors of the stronghouse, with my snmall hand trapped
inside the tall man's.

Alnost, it is |ike a puppet show beginning. Yes, | can see it thus. The
curtains parted, and there we stood before that great door. The old man lifted
the brass knocker and banged it down, once, twice, thrice on the plate that
resounded to his pounding. And then, from of fstage, a voice sounded. Not from
within the doors, but from behind us, back the way we had cone. "Father,
pl ease," the wonan's voice begged. | turned to | ook at her, but it had begun to
snow again, a lacy veil that clung to eyel ashes and coat sleeves. | can't recal
that | saw anyone. Certainly, | did not struggle to break free of the old nan's
grip on ny hand, nor did I call out, "Mdther, Mther." Instead | stood, a
spectator, and heard the sound of boots within the keep, and the unfastening of
t he door hasp within.

One last tine she called. | can still hear the words perfectly, the
desperation in a voice that now woul d sound young to ny ears. "Father, please,
beg you!" A trenor shook the hand that gripped nmine, but whether of anger or
sone other enotion, | shall never know As swift as a black crow seizes a bit of
dropped bread, the old nman stooped and snatched up a frozen chunk of dirty ice.
Wirdl essly he flung it, with great force and fury, and | cowered where | stood.
I do not recall a cry, nor the sound of struck flesh. What | do remenber is how
the doors swung outward, so that the old nan had to step hastily back, dragging
me with him

And there is this. The man who opened the door was no house servant, as
m ght inmagine if | had only heard this story. No, nmenory shows me a man-at-ar s,
a warrior, gone a bit to gray and with a belly nore of hard suet than nuscle,
but not some mannered house servant. He | ooked both the old man and nme up and
down with a soldier's practiced suspicion, and then stood there silently,
waiting for us to state our business.

I think it rattled the old man a bit, and stimulated him not to fear, but to
anger. For he suddenly dropped nmy hand and instead gripped ne by the back of ny
coat and swung me forward, like a whelp offered to a prospective new owner
"I'"ve brought the boy to you," he said in a rusty voi ce.

And when the house guard continued to stare at him without judgnment or even

curiosity, he elaborated. "I've fed himat ny table for six years, and never a
word fromhis father, never a coin, never a visit, though ny daughter gives ne
to understand he knows he fathered a bastard on her. 1'Il not feed himany

| onger, nor break nmy back at a plow to keep clothes on his back. Let himbe fed
by himwhat got him 1|'ve enough to tend to of nmy own, what with my wonman
getting on in years, and this one's nother to keep and feed. For not a man
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wi || -have her now, not a man, not with this pup running at her heels. So you
take him and give himto his father." And he let go of nme so suddenly that |
sprawl ed to the stone doorstep at the guard's feet. | scrabbled to a sitting
position, not rmuch hurt that | recall, and | ooked up to see what woul d happen
next between the two nen.

The guard | ooked down at ne, lips pursed slightly, not in judgnment but nerely

considering howto classify nme. "Wose get?" he asked, and his tone was not one
of curiosity, but only that of a man who asks for nore specific information on a
situation, in order to report well to a superior

"Chivalry's," the old man said, and he was already turning his back on ne,
taking his neasured steps down the gravel ed pathway. "Prince Chivalry," he said,
not turning back as he added the qualifier. "Hmwhat's King-in-Waiting. That's
who got him So |let himdo for him and be glad he nmanaged to father one child,
sonewhere. "

For a nonent the guard watched the old nman wal ki ng away. Then he wordl essly
stooped to seize ne by the collar and drag ne out of the way so he could close
the door. He let go of me for the brief tine it took himto secure the door
That done, he stood | ooking down on ne. No real surprise, only a soldier's stoic
acceptance of the odder bits of his duty. "Up, boy, and wal k," he said.

So | followed him down a dimcorridor, past rooms spartanly furnished, with

wi ndows still shuttered against winter's chill, and finally to another set of
cl osed doors, these of rich, nellow wood enbellished with carvings. There he
paused and straightened his own garnents briefly. | renenber quite clearly how

he went down on one knee to tug ny shirt straight and snpboth nmy hair with a
rough pat or two, but whether this was from sone ki ndhearted inpulse that | nake
a good inpression, or nerely a concern that his package | ook well tended, | wll
never know. He stood again and knocked once at the doubl e doors. Having knocked,
he did not wait for a reply, or at least | never heard one. He pushed the doors
open, herded nme in before him and shut the doors behind him

This roomwas as warm as the corridor had been chill, and alive as the other
chanbers had been deserted. | recall a quantity of furniture in it, rugs and
hangi ngs, and shel ves of tablets and scrolls overlaid with the scattering of
clutter that any well-used and confortabl e chanber takes on. There was a fire
burning in a massive fireplace, filling the roomwith heat and a pleasantly
resi nous scent. An inmmense table was placed at an angle to the fire, and behind
it sat a stocky man, his brows knit as he bent over a sheaf of papers in front
of him He did not |ook up imediately, and so | was able to study his rather
bushy disarray of dark hair for sone nonents.

When he did | ook up, he seened to take in both nyself and the guard in one
qui ck gl ance of his black eyes. "Well, Jason?" he asked, and even at that age
could sense his resignation to a nmessy interruption. "Wat's this?"

The guard gave nme a gentle nudge on the shoul der that propelled ne a foot or
so closer to the nan. "An old plowran left him Prince Verity, sir. Says it's
Prince Chivalry's bastid, sir."

For a few nonments the harried nman behind the desk continued to regard nme with
sone confusion. Then sonething very like an anused smle |lightened his features
and he rose and cane around the desk to stand with his fists on his hips,
| ooking down on ne. | did not feel threatened by his scrutiny; rather it was as
i f somet hing about ny appearance pleased himinordinately. | |ooked up at him
curiously. He wore a short dark beard, as bushy and disorderly as his hair, and
hi s cheeks were weat hered above it. Heavy brows were raised above his dark eyes.
He had a barrel of a chest, and shoulders that strained the fabric of his shirt.
Hs fists were square and work-scarred, yet ink stained the fingers of his right
hand. As he stared at ne his grin gradually wi dened, until finally he gave a
snort of |aughter.

"Be dammed," he finally said. "Boy does have Chiv's |look to him doesn't he?
Fruitful Eda. Who'd have believed it of my illustrious and virtuous brother?"

The guard nmade no response at all, nor was one expected fromhim He
continued to stand alertly, awaiting the next command. A soldier's soldier

The other man continued to regard nme curiously. "How ol d?" he asked the
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guard.

"Pl omran says six." The guard raised a hand to scratch at his cheek, then
suddenly seened to recall he was reporting. He dropped his hand. "Sir," he
added.

The other didn't seemto notice the guard' s |apse in discipline. The dark
eyes roved over ne, and the anmusenment in his smle grew broader. "So nake it
seven years or so, to allow for her belly to swell. Damm. Yes. That was the
first year the Chyurda tried to close the pass. Chivalry was up this way for
three, four nonths, chivying theminto opening it to us. Looks like it wasn't
the only thing he chivied open. Damm. Who'd have thought it of hin?" He paused,
then: "Who's the nother?" he demanded suddenly.

The guardsman shifted unconfortably. "Don't know, sir. There was only the old
pl omman on the doorstep, and all himsaid was that this was Prince Chivalry's
bastid, and he wasn't going to feed himner put clothes on his back no nore.
Sai d hi mwhat got himcould care for himnow"

The man shrugged as if the nmatter were of no great inportance. "The boy | ooks
well tended. | give it a week, a fortnight at nost, before she's whinpering at
the kitchen door because she m sses her pup. I'll find out then if not before.
Here, boy, what do they call you?"

Hs jerkin was closed with an intricate buckle shaped |like a buck's head. It
was brass, then gold, then red as the flanes in the fireplace noved. "Boy," |
said. | do not knowif | was nerely repeating what he and the guardsman had
called me, or if | truly had no nane besides the word. For a nonent the man
| ooked surprised and a | ook of what night have been pity crossed his face. But
it disappeared as swiftly, leaving himlooking only disconfited, or mldly

annoyed. He gl anced back at the map that still awaited himon the table.

"Well," he said into the silence. "Sonething's got to be done with him at
| east until Chiv gets back. Jason, see the boy's fed and bedded sonewhere, at
| east for tonight. I'Il give sone thought to what's to be done with him

tomorrow. Can't have royal bastards cluttering up the countryside."

"Sir," said Jason, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, but nerely accepting the
order. He put a heavy hand on ny shoul der and turned ne back toward the door. |
went somewhat reluctantly, for the roomwas bright and pl easant and warm My
cold feet had started to tingle, and | knew if | could stay a little longer, |
woul d be warnmed through. But the guardsnman's hand was inexorable, and | was
steered out of the warm chanber and back into the chill dimmess of the dreary
corridors

They seened all the darker after the warnth and |ight, and endless as | tried
to match the guard's stride as he wound t hrough them Perhaps | whinpered, or
perhaps he grew tired of ny slower pace, for he spun suddenly, seized ne, and
tossed me up to sit on his shoulder as casually as if | weighed nothing at all
"Soggy little pup, you," he observed, without rancor, and then bore nme down
corridors and around turns and up and down steps and finally into the yell ow
Iight and space of a large kitchen

There, half a dozen other guards | ounged on benches and ate and drank at a
big scarred table before a fire fully twice as large as the one in the study had
been. The room snel | ed of food, of beer and men's sweat, of wet wool garments
and the snoke of the wood and drip of grease into flanes. Hogsheads and snal |
casks ranged against the wall, and snoked joints of neats were dark shapes hung
fromthe rafters. The table bore a clutter of food and di shes. A chunk of neat
on a spit was swng back fromthe flames and dripping fat onto the stone hearth.
My stomach cl utched suddenly at my ribs at the rich snmell. Jason set ne rather
firmy on the corner of the table closest to the fire's warnth, jogging the
el bow of a man whose face was hi dden by a mnug.

"Here, Burrich," Jason said matter-of-factly. "This pup's for you, now " He
turned away fromne. | watched with interest as he broke a corner as big as his
fist off a dark |oaf, and then drew his belt knife to take a wedge of cheese off
a wheel. He pushed these into ny hands, and then stepping to the fire, began
sawi ng a man-si zed portion of neat off the joint. | wasted no time in filling ny
mouth with bread and cheese. Beside me, the man called Burrich set down his mnug
and gl ared around at Jason
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"What's this?" he asked, sounding very nuch like the man in the warm chanber.
He had the sane unruly bl ackness to his hair and beard, but his face was angul ar
and narrow. His face had the color of a man nuch outdoors. His eyes were brown
rat her than bl ack, and his hands were |ong-fingered and clever. He snelled of
horses and dogs and bl ood and | eat hers.

"He's yours to watch over, Burrich. Prince Verity says so.

"\ 2"

"You're Chivalry's man, ain't you? Care for his horse, his hounds, and his
hawks?"

"so?"
"So, you got his little bastid, at least until Chivalry gets back and does
otherwise with him" Jason offered ne the slab of dripping neat. | | ooked from

the bread to the cheese | gripped, loath to surrender either, but |onging for
the hot neat, too. He shrugged at seeing ny dilemm, and with a fighting man's
practicality, flipped the neat casually onto the table beside ny hip. | stuffed
as nmuch bread into ny nouth as | could and shifted to where | could watch the
neat .

"Chivalry's bastard?"

Jason shrugged, busy with getting hinself bread and neat and cheese of his
own. "So said the old plowran what |eft himhere." He | ayered the neat and
cheese onto a slab of bread, took an i nmense bite, and then spoke through it.
"Said Chivalry ought to be glad he'd seeded one child, sonewhere, and should
feed and care for himhinself now

An unusual qui et blooned suddenly in the kitchen. Men paused in their eating,
gripping bread or nugs or trenchers, and turned eyes to the man called Burrich
He hinself set his nmug carefully away fromthe edge of the table. H's voice was
qui et and even, his words precise. "If ny master has no heir, 'tis Eda's wll,
and no fault of his manhood. The Lady Patience has al ways been delicate, and-"

"Even so, even so," Jason was quickly agreeing. "And there sits the very
proof that there's nowt wong with himas a man, as is all | was saying, that's
all." He wiped his nouth hastily on his sleeve. "As like to Prince Chivalry as
can be, as even his brother said but a while ago. Not the Crown Prince's fault
if his Lady Patience can't carry his seed to term... ."

But Burrich had stood suddenly. Jason backed a hasty step or two before he
realized | was Burrich's target, not him Burrich gripped ny shoul ders and
turned ne to the fire. Wien he firmy took my jawin his hand and Iifted ny face
to his, he startled ne, so that | dropped both bread and cheese. Yet he paid no
mnd to this as he turned ny face toward the fire and studied ne as if | were a
map. His eyes met mne, and there was a sort of wildness in them as if what he
saw in nmy face were an injury 1'd done him | started to draw away fromthat
| ook, but his grip wouldn't let nme. So | stared back at himw th as nuch
defiance as | could nuster, and saw his upset masked suddenly with a sort of
reluctant wonder. And lastly he closed his eyes for a second, hooding them
agai nst sone pain. "lIt's a thing that will try her lady's will to the edge of
her very name,"” Burrich said softly.

He rel eased ny jaw and stooped awkwardly to pick up the bread and cheese |I'd
dropped. He brushed them off and handed them back to ne. | stared at the thick
bandagi ng on his right calf and over his knee that had kept himfrom bending his
leg. He reseated hinself and refilled his nug froma pitcher on the table. He
drank again, studying ne over the rimof his nug.

"Who'd Chivalry get himon?" a man at the other end of the table asked
i ncautiously.

Burrich swung his gaze to the man as he set his nug down. For a nmonent he

didn't speak, and | sensed that silence hovering again. "lI'd say it was Prince
Chivalry's busi ness who the nother was, and not for kitchen talk,"” Burrich said
mildly.

"Even so, even so," the guard agreed abruptly, and Jason nodded |ike a
courting bird in agreenent. Young as | was, | still wondered what kind of nan
this was who, with one | eg bandaged, could quell a roomfull of rough nen with a
| ook or a word.
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"Boy don't have a nane," Jason volunteered into the silence. "Just goes by
“boy.' "

This statenment seened to put everyone, even Burrich, at a |loss for words. The
silence lingered as | finished bread and cheese and neat, and washed it down
with a swallow or two of beer that Burrich offered me. The other nen left the
roomgradually, in twds and threes, and still he sat there, drinking and | ooking
at me. "Well," he said at long last. "If | know your father, he'll face up to it
square and do what's right. But Eda only knows what he'll think is the right
thing to do. Probably whatever hurts the nost." He watched ne silently a nonent
| onger. "Had enough to eat?" he asked at |ast.

I nodded, and he stood stiffly, to swing ne off the table and onto the floor
"Come on, then, Fitz," he said, and noved out of the kitchen and down a
different corridor. His stiff leg made his gait ungainly, and perhaps the beer
had sonmething to do with it as well. Certainly I had no trouble in keeping up
We cane at last to a heavy door, and a guard who nodded us through with a
devouring stare at ne.

Qutside, a chill wind was blowing. All the ice and snow that had softened
during the day had gone back to sharpness with the com ng of night. The path
cracked under ny feet, and the wind seemed to find every crack and gap in ny
garments. My feet and | eggi ngs had been warned by the kitchen's fire, but not
quite dried, so the cold seized on them | renenber darkness, and the sudden
tiredness that came over ne, a terrible weepy sl eepiness that dragged at nme as |
foll owed the strange man with the bandaged | eg through the chill, dark
courtyard. There were tall walls around us, and guards noved intermttently atop
them dark shadows visible only as they blotted the stars occasionally fromthe
sky. The cold bit at nme, and | stunbled and slipped on the icy pathway. But
sonet hi ng about Burrich did not permit nme to whinper or beg quarter from him
Instead | followed himdoggedly. W reached a buil ding and he dragged open a
heavy door.

Warnth and aninmal snells and a dimyellow |ight spilled out. A sleepy stable
boy sat up in his nest of straw, blinking like a runpled fledgling. At a word
fromBurrich he lay down again, curling up small in the straw and closing his
eyes. W noved past him Burrich draggi ng the door to behind us. He took the
lantern that burned dimy by the door and |l ed ne on.

| entered a different world then, a night world where aninals shifted and
breathed in stalls, where hounds lifted their heads fromtheir crossed forepaws
to regard me with | anbent eyes green or yellowin the lantern's gl ow. Horses
stirred as we passed their stalls. "Hawks are down at the far end," Burrich said

as we passed stall after stall. | accepted it as something he thought | should
know.
"Here," he said finally. "This'll do. For now, anyway. |'mjigged if | know

what else to do with you. If it weren't for the Lady Patience, |'d be thinking
this a fine god's jest on the nmaster. Here, Nosy, you just nove over and nake
this boy a place in the straw. That's right, you cuddle up to Vixen, there.
She'll take you in, and give a good slash to any that think to bother you."

I found nyself facing an anple box stall, populated with three hounds. They
had roused and lay, stick tails thunping in the straw at Burrich's voi ce.
nmoved uncertainly in amongst themand finally lay down next to an old bitch with
a whitened nuzzle and one torn ear. The older nmale regarded nme with a certain
suspicion, but the third was a hal f-grown pup, and Nosy wel coned nme with ear
I'i cki ngs, nose nipping, and nuch pawing. | put an armaround himto settle him
and then cuddl ed in anongst themas Burrich had advised. He threw a thick
bl anket that snelled much of horse down over ne. A very large gray horse in the
next stall stirred suddenly, thunping a heavy hoof against the partition, and
t hen hanging his head over to see what the night excitenment was about. Burrich
absently calnmed himwi th a touch

"I't's rough quarters here for all of us at this outpost. You'll find Buckkeep
a nore hospitable place. But for tonight, you'll be warmhere, and safe." He
stood a nonment | onger, |ooking down at us. "Horse, hound, and hawk, Chivalry.
I"ve minded themall for you for many a year, and minded themwell. But this
by-bl ow of yours; well, what to do with himis beyond ne."
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I knew he wasn't speaking to ne. | watched himover the edge of the bl anket
as he took the lantern fromits hook and wandered off, nmuttering to hinself. |
renenber that first night well, the warnth of the hounds, the prickling straw,

and even the sleep that finally came as the pup cuddl ed cl ose beside ne. |
drifted into his mnd and shared his di mdreans of an endl ess chase, pursuing a
quarry | never saw, but whose hot scent dragged ne onward through nettle,
branbl e, and scree.

And with the hound's dream the precision of the nmenory wavers |ike the
bright colors and sharp edges of a drug dream Certainly the days that foll ow
that first night have no such clarity in nmy mnd.

I recall the spitting-wet days of winter's end as | |earned the route fromny
stall to the kitchen. | was free to cone and go there as | pleased. Sonetines
there was a cook in attendance, setting neat onto the hearth hooks or pummeling
bread dough or breaching a cask of drink. More often there was not, and | hel ped
mysel f to whatever had been left out on the table, and shared generously wth
the pup that swiftly becanme ny constant conpani on. Men canme and went, eating and
drinking, and regarding ne with a speculative curiosity that | canme to accept as
nornmal . The nen had a saneness about them with their rough wool cloaks and
| eggings, their hard bodi es and easy novenents, and the crest of a |eaping buck
that each bore over his heart. My presence nmade sone of them unconfortable. |

grew accustoned to the nutter of voices that began whenever | left the kitchen
Burrich was a constant in those days, giving nme the sanme care he gave to
Chivalry's beasts; | was fed, watered, grooned, and exercised, said exercise

usually comng in the formof trotting at his heels as he perforned his other
duties. But those nenories are blurry, and details, such as those of washing or
changi ng garnents, have probably faded with a six-year-olds cal massunptions of
such things as nornmal. Certainly | renenber the hound pup, Nosy. Hs coat was
red and slick and short, and bristly in a way that prickled nme through ny

cl ot hes when we shared the horse blanket at night. His eyes were green as copper
ore, his nose the color of cooked liver, and the insides of his nobuth and tongue
were nottled pink and bl ack. Wien we were not eating in the kitchen, we westled
in the courtyard or in the straw of the box stall. Such was nmy world for however
long it was | was there. Not too long, | think, for I do not recall the weather
changing. Al ny nenories of that tinme are of raw days and blustery wi nd, and
snow and ice that partially nmelted each day but were restored by night's
freezes.

One other nenory | have of that time, but it is not sharp-edged. Rather it is
warm and softly tinted, like a rich old tapestry seen in a dimroom | recal
bei ng roused fromsleep by the pup's wiggling and the yellow light of a lantern
bei ng hel d over ne. Two nen bent over ne, but Burrich stood stiffly behind them
and | was not afraid.

"Now you' ve wakened him" warned the one, and he was Prince Verity, the man
fromthe warmy it chanber of ny first evening.

"So? He'll go back to sleep as soon as we | eave. Damm him he has his
father's eyes as well. | swear, 1'd have known his blood no matter where | saw
him There'll be no denying it to any that see him But have neither you nor

Burrich the sense of a flea? Bastard or not, you don't stable a child anobng
beasts. Was there nowhere el se you could put hinP"

The man who spoke was |ike Verity around the jaw and eyes, but there the
resenbl ance ended. This nman was younger by far. H's cheeks were beardl ess, and
his scented and snoot hed hair was finer and brown. H s cheeks and forehead had
been stung to redness by the night's chill, but it was a new thing, not Verity's
weat hered ruddi ness. And Verity dressed as his nen dressed, in practical wool ens
of sturdy weave and subdued colors. Only the crest on his breast showed
brighter, in gold and silver thread. But the younger man with himgleaned in
scarlets and prinrose, and his cloak drooped with twice the width of cloth
needed to cover a man. The doubl et that showed beneath it was a rich cream and
| aden with lace. The scarf at his throat was secured with a | eaping stag done in
gold, its single eye a winking green gem And the careful turn of his words was
like a twisted chain of gold conpared to the sinple Iinks of Verity's speech
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"Regal, | had given it no thought. What do | know of children? | turned him
over to Burrich. He is Chivalry's man, and as such he's cared for "

"I meant no disrespect to the blood, sir,"” Burrich said in honest confusion
"I amChivalry's nan, and | saw to the boy as | thought best. | could nmake him
up a pallet in the guardroom but he seens snall to be in the conpany of such
men, with their comings and goings at all hours, their fights and drinking and
noi se." The tone of his words made his own distaste for their conpany obvious.
"Bedded here, he has quiet, and the pup has taken to him And with my Vixen to
wat ch over himat night, no one could do himharmw thout her teeth taking a

toll. My lords, | knowlittle of children nyself, and it seemed to me-"
"It's fine, Burrich, it's fine," Verity said quietly, cutting himoff. "If it
had to be thought about, | should have done the thinking. | left it to you, and

I don't find fault with it. It's better than a |lot of children have in this
vill age, Eda knows. For here, for now, it's fine."

"I't will have to be different when he cones back to Buckkeep." Regal did not
sound pl eased.

"Then our father wishes himto return with us to Buckkeep?" The question came
fromVerity.

"Qur father does. My nother does not."

"Ch." Verity's tone indicated he had no interest in further discussing that.
But Regal frowned and conti nued.

"My nother the Queen is not at all pleased about any of this. She has
counsel ed the King long, but in vain. Mdther and | were for putting the boy ..
aside. It is only good sense. W scarcely need nore confusion in the |ine of
succession. "

"I see no confusion in it now, Regal." Verity spoke evenly. "Chivalry, ne,
and then you. Then our cousin August. This bastard would be a far fifth."

"I amwell aware that you precede ne; you need not flaunt it at nme at every

opportunity," Regal said coldly. He glared down at ne. "I still think it would
be better not to have him about. Wat if Chivalry never does get a legal heir on
Pati ence? What if he chooses to recognize this ... boy? It could be very

divisive to the nobles. Wiy should we tenpt trouble? So say ny nother and |I. But
our father the King is not a hasty man, as well we know. Shrewd is as Shrewd
does, as the common folk say. He forbade any settling of the matter. “~Regal,' he
said, in that way he has. "Don't do what you can't undo, until you've considered
what you can't do once you've done it.' Then he | aughed." Regal hinself gave a

short, bitter laugh. "I weary so of his hunor."

"Ch," said Verity again, and | lay still and wondered if he were trying to
sort out the King's words, or refraining fromreplying to his brother's
conpl ai nt .

"You discern his real reasons, of course,"” Regal infornmed him

"Which is?"

"He still favors Chivalry." Regal sounded di sgusted. "Despite everything.

Despite his foolish marriage and his eccentric wife. Despite this nmess. And now
he thinks this will sway the people, make themwarnmer toward him Prove he's a
man, that Chivalry can father a child. O maybe prove he's a human, and can make
m stakes like the rest of them" Regal's tone betrayed that he agreed wi th none
of this.

"And this will make the people Iike himnore, support his future kingship
nmore? That he fathered a child on some wild woman before he married his queen?”
Verity sounded confused by the | ogic.

I heard the sourness in Regal's voice. "So the King seens to think. Does he
care nothing for the disgrace? But | suspect Chivalry will feel differently
about using his bastard in such a way. Especially as it regards dear Patience.
But the King has ordered that the bastard be brought to Buckkeep when you
return." Regal |ooked down on ne as if ill satisfied.

Verity | ooked briefly troubled, but nodded. A shadow | ay over Burrich's
features that the yellow |l anplight could not [ift.

"Has nmy master no say in this?" Burrich ventured to protest. "It seens to ne
that if he wants to settle a portion on the fanmly of the boy's nother, and set
hi m asi de, then, why surely for the sake of ny Lady Patience's sensibilities, he
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shoul d be all owed that discretion-"

Prince Regal broke in with a snort of disdain. "The time for discretion was
before he rolled the wench. The Lady Patience is not the first wonan to have to
face her husband's bastard. Everyone here knows of his existence; Verity's
clunmsiness saw to that. There's no point to trying to hide him And as far as a
royal bastard is concerned, none of us can afford to have such sensibilities,
Burrich. To leave such a boy in a place like this is like | eaving a weapon
hovering over the King's throat. Surely even a houndsnman can see that. And even
if you can't, your master wll."

An icy harshness had conme into Regal's voice, and | saw Burrich flinch from
his voice as | had seen himcower fromnothing else. It nade ne afraid, and
drew the bl anket up over ny head and burrowed deeper into the straw. Beside ne,
Vi xen growed lightly in the back of her throat. | think it made Regal step
back, but | cannot be sure. The nen left soon after, and if they spoke any nore
than that, no nmenory of it lies within ne.

Time passed, and | think it was two, or perhaps three weeks later that I
found nyself clinging to Burrich's belt and trying to wap ny short |egs around
a horse behind himas we left that chill village and began what seened to ne an
endl ess journey down to warner |ands. | suppose at sone point Chivalry nust have
come to see the bastard he had sired and nust have passed sone sort of judgnent
on hinself as regarded ne. But | have no nmenory of such a neeting with ny
father. The only image | carry of himin ny mind is fromhis portrait on the
wal | in Buckkeep. Years later | was given to understand that his diplomacy had
gone well indeed, securing a treaty and peace that lasted well into ny teens and
earning the respect and even fondness of the Chyurda.

In truth, | was his only failure that year, but | was a nonunental one. He
preceded us honme to Buckkeep, where he abdicated his claimto the throne. By the
time we arrived, he and Lady Patience were gone fromcourt, to live as the Lord
and Lady of Wthywoods. | have been to Wthywoods. Its name bears no
relationship to its appearance. It is a warmvalley, centered on a gently
flowing river that carves a wide plain that nestles between gently rising and
rolling foothills. A place to grow grapes and grain and plunp children. It is a
soft holding, far fromthe borders, far fromthe politics of court, far from
anything that had been Chivalry's life up to then. It was a pasturing out, a
gentle and genteel exile for a man who woul d have been King. A velvet snothering
for a warrior and a silencing of a rare and skilled dipl omat.

And so | cane to Buckkeep, sole child and bastard of a man |I'd never know.
Prince Verity becane King-in-Waiting and Prince Regal noved up a notch in the
line of succession. If all | had ever done was to be born and discovered, |
woul d have left a mark across all the land for all tinme. | grew up fatherless
and notherless in a court where all recognized ne as a catalyst. And a catal yst
| becane.

CHAPTER TWO
Newboy

HERE ARE MANY LEGENDS about Taker, the first Qutislander to clai mBuckkeep as
the First Duchy and the founder of the royal line. One is that the raiding
voyage he was on was his first and only foray out from whatever cold harsh
island bore him It is said that upon seeing the tinbered fortifications of
Buckkeep, he had announced, "If there's a fire and a nmeal there, | shan't be
| eaving again." And there was, and he didn't.

But family runor says that he was a poor sailor, nmade sick by the heaving
wat er and salt-fish rations that other CQutislanders throve upon. That he and his
crew had been | ost for days upon the water, and if he had not managed to seize
Buckkeep and nake it his own, his own crew woul d have drowned him Nevert hel ess,
the old tapestry in the Great Hall shows himas a well-thewed stalwart grinning
fiercely over the prow of his vessel as his oarsnen propel himtoward an ancient
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Buckkeep of |ogs and poorly dressed stone.

Buckkeep had begun its existence as a defensible position on a navigable
river at the nouth of a bay with excellent anchorage. Some petty |andchi ef,
whose name has been lost in the mists of history, saw the potential for
controlling trade on the river and built the first stronghold there. Ostensibly,
he had built it to defend both river and bay fromthe Qutislander raiders who
came every sumer to plunder up and down the river. Wiat he had not figured on
were the raiders that infiltrated his fortifications by treachery. The towers
and wal |l s becane their toehold. They noved their occupations and dom nation up
the river, and rebuilding his tinber fort into towers and walls of dressed
stone, finally made Buckkeep the heart of the First Duchy, and eventually the
capital of the kingdom of the Six Duchi es.

The ruling house of the Six Duchies, the Farseers, were descended fromthose
Qutislanders. They had, for several generations, kept up their ties with the
Quti sl anders, making courting voyages and returning hone with plunp dark brides
of their own folk. And so the blood of the Qutislanders still ran strong in the
royal lines and the noble houses, producing children with black hair and dark
eyes and nuscled stocky linbs. And with those attributes went a predilection for
the Skill, and all the dangers and weaknesses inherent in such blood. | had ny
share of that heritage, too

But ny first experience of Buckkeep held nothing of history or heritage. |
knew it only as an end place for a journey, a panorama of noise and peopl e,
carts and dogs and buildings and twisting streets that led finally to an i mense
stone stronghold on the cliffs that overlooked the city sheltered belowit.
Burrich's horse was weary, and his hooves slipped on the often slinmy cobbles of

the city streets. | held on grimly to Burrich's belt, too weary and achi ng even
to conplain. | craned nmy head up once to stare at the tall gray towers and walls
of the keep above us. Even in the unfaniliar warnth of the sea breeze, it | ooked
chill and forbidding. | |eaned ny forehead against his back and felt ill in the

bracki sh iodine snell of the i mense water. And that was how | canme to Buckkeep

Burrich had quarters over the stables, not far fromthe news. It was there he
took nme, along with the hounds and Chivalry's hawk. He saw to the hawk first,
for it was sadly bedraggled fromthe trip. The dogs were overjoyed to be hone
and were suffused with a boundl ess energy that was very annoying to anyone as
weary as |. Nosy bowl ed ne over a half-dozen tines before | could convey to his
thi ckskul l ed hound's mnd that | was weary and hal f-sick and in no nood for
pl ay. He responded as any pup woul d, by seeking out his forner littermates and
i medi ately getting hinself into a seniserious fight with one of themthat was
quel l ed by a shout fromBurrich. Chivalry's man he m ght be, but when he was at
Buckkeep, he was the master for hounds, hawks, and horses.

Hi s own beasts seen to, he proceeded to wal k through the stables, surveying
all that had been done, or |eft undone, in his absence. Stable boys, groons, and
fal coners appeared as if by nmagic to defend their charges fromany criticisns. |
trotted at his heels for as long as | could keep up. It was only when | finally
surrendered, and sank wearily onto a pile of straw, that he appeared to notice
me. A look of irritation, and then great weariness, passed across his face.

"Here, you, Cob. Take young Fitz there to the kitchens and see that he's fed,
and then bring himback up to ny quarters.”

Cob was a short, dark dog boy, perhaps ten years old, who had just been
prai sed over the health of a litter that had been whelped in Burrich's absence.
Monent s before he had been basking in Burrich's approval. Now his grin faltered,
and he | ooked at ne dubi ously. We regarded one another as Burrich noved off down
the line of stalls with his entourage of nervous caretakers. Then the boy
shrugged and went into a half crouch to face me. "Are you hungry, then, Fitz?
Shall we go find you a bite?" he asked invitingly, in exactly the sane tone as
he had used to coax his puppies out where Burrich could see them | nodded,
relieved that he expected no nore fromme than froma puppy, and foll owed him

He | ooked back often to see if | was keeping up. No sooner were we outside
the stables than Nosy cane frolicking up to join nme. The hound' s evi dent
affection for ne raised ne in Cob's estinmation, and he continued to speak to
both of us in short encouraging phrases, telling us there was food just ahead,
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conme along now, no, don't go off sniffing after that cat, cone al ong now,
there's sonme good fell ows.

The stables had been bustling, with Verity's nen putting up their horses and
gear and Burrich finding fault with all that had not been done up to his
standards in his absence. But as we drew closer to the inner keep, the foot
traffic increased. Folk brushed by us on all nanner of errands: a boy carrying
an i nmmense slab of bacon on his shoulder, a giggling cluster of girls, arns
heavy with strewi ng reeds and heather, a scowing old man with a basket of
flopping fish, and three young wonen in notley and bells, their voices ringing
as nerrily as their chines.

My nose inforned ne that we were getting closer to the kitchens, but the
traffic increased proportionately, until we drew near a door with a veritable
crush of people going in and out. Cob stopped, and Nosy and | paused behind him
noses working appreciatively. He regarded the press of folk at the door and
frowned to hinself. "Place is packed. Everyone's getting ready for the wel com ng
feast tonight, for Verity and Regal. Anyone who's anyone has cone into Buckkeep
for it; word spread fast about Chivalry ducking out on the kingship. Al the
Dukes have cone or sent a nan to counsel about it. | hear even the Chyurda sent
soneone, to be sure Chivalry's treaties will be honored if Chivalry is no | onger
about - "

He halted, suddenly enbarrassed, but whether it was because he was speaking
of ny father to the cause of his abdication, or because he was addressing a
puppy and a six-year-old as if they had intelligence, I amnot sure. He gl anced
about, reassessing the situation. "Wait here,"” he told us finally. "I'Il slipin
and bring sonething out for you. Less chance of ne getting stepped on ... or
caught. Now stay." And he reinforced his conmand with a firmgesture of his
hand. | backed up to a wall and crouched down there, out of traffic's way, and
Nosy sat obediently beside ne. | watched adnmiringly as Cob approached the door
and slipped between the clustered folk, eeling snoothly into the kitchens.

Wth Cob out of sight, the nore general populace clainmed ny attention
Largely the folk that passed us were serving people and cooks, with a scattering
of minstrels and nerchants and delivery folk. | watched themcone and go with a
weary curiosity. | had already seen too nmuch that day to find them of great
interest. Alnpst nore than food | desired a quiet place away fromall this
activity. | sat flat on the ground, nmy back against the sun-warnmed wall of the
keep, and put ny forehead on ny knees. Nosy |eaned agai nst ne.

Nosy's stick tail beating against the earth roused ne. | lifted ny face from
my knees to perceive a tall pair of brown boots before me. My eyes travel ed up
rough | eather pants and over a coarse wool shirt to a shaggy bearded face
thatched with pepper-gray hair. The man staring down at nme bal anced a snall keg
on one shoul der

"You the bastid, hey?"

I had heard the word often enough to know it meant me, w thout grasping the
fullness of its neaning. | nodded slowy. The man's face brightened with
i nterest.

"Hey," he said loudly, no |longer speaking to ne but to the folk com ng and
going. "Here's the bastid. Stiff-as-a-stick Chivalry's by blow Looks a fair bit
like him don't you say? Who's your nother, boy?"

To their credit, nost of the passing people continued to come and go, with no
nmore than a curious stare at the six-year-old sitting by the wall. But the cask
man' s question was evidently of great interest, for nore than a few heads
turned, and-several tradesnen who had just exited fromthe kitchen drew nearer
to hear the answer.

But | did not have an answer. Modther had been Mdther, and whatever | had
known of her was already fading. So | nmade no reply, but only stared up at him

"Hey. What's your name then, boy?" And turning to his audi ence, he confided,
"I heard he ain't got no nane. No highflown royal nanme to shape him nor even a
cottage nane to scold himby. That right, boy? You got a name?"

The group of onl ookers was growing. A few showed pity in their eyes, but none
interfered. Sonme of what | was feeling passed to Nosy, who dropped over onto his
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side and showed his belly in supplication while thunping his tail in that
anci ent canine signal that always neans, "I'monly a puppy. | cannot defend
mysel f. Have mercy." Had they been dogs, they would have sniffed nme over and
then drawn back. But humans have no such inbred courtesies. So when | didn't
answer, the man drew a step nearer and repeated, "You got a name, boy?"

| stood slowy, and the wall that had been warm agai nst nmy back a nmonent ago

was now a chill barrier to retreat. At ny feet, Nosy squirned in the dust on his
back and |l et out a pleading whine. "No," | said softly, and when the man nmade as
if to lean closer to hear my words, "NO" | shouted, and repelled at him while
crabbi ng sideways along the wall. | saw himstagger a step backward, losing his
grip on his cask, so that it fell to the cobbled path and cracked open. No one
in the crowd coul d have understood what had happened. | certainly didn't. For

the nost part, folk laughed to see a grown man cower back froma child. In that
monent ny reputation for both tenper and spirit was nmade, for before nightfal
the tale of the bastard standing up to. his tornentor was all over the town.
Nosy scrabbled to his feet and fled with nme. | had one glinpse of Cob's face,
taut with confusion as he energed fromthe kitchen, pies in hands, and saw Nosy
and | flee. Had he been Burrich, | probably would have halted and trusted ny
safety to him But he was not, and so | ran, letting Nosy take the | ead.

We fled through the trooping servants, just one nore small boy and his dog
raci ng about in the courtyard, and Nosy took nme to what he obviously regarded as
the safest place in the world. Far fromthe kitchen and the inner keep was a
hol | ow Vi xen had scraped out under a corner of a rickety outbuilding where sacks
of peas and beans were stored. Here Nosy had been whel ped, in total defiance of
Burrich, and here she had nanaged to keep her pups hidden for al nost three days.
Burrich hinself had found her there. His snell was the first hunan snell Nosy
could recall. It was a tight squeeze to get under the building, but once within,
the den was warm and dry and seni dark. Nosy huddled close to ne and | put nmy arm
around him Hidden there, our hearts soon eased down fromtheir wld thunpings,
and from cal mess we passed into the deep dream ess sl eep reserved for warm
spring afternoons and puppi es.

| cane awake shivering, hours later. It was full dark and the tenuous warnth
of the early-spring day had fled. Nosy was awake as soon as | was, and together
we scraped and slithered out of the den

There was a high night sky over Buckkeep, with stars shining bright and col d.
The snell of the bay was stronger as if the day snells of nen and horses and
cooki ng were tenporary things that had to surrender each night to the ocean's
power. W& wal ked down deserted pat hways, through exercise yards and past

granaries and the winepress. Al was still and silent. As we drew closer to the
inner keep | saw torches still burning and heard voices still raised in talKk.
But it all seened tired sonmehow, the |ast vestiges of revelry w nding down
before dawn canme to lighten the skies. Still, we skirted the inner keep by a

wi de mar gi n, having had enough of people.

I found nyself follow ng Nosy back to the stables. As we drew near the heavy
doors | wondered how we woul d get in. But Nosy's tail began to wag wildly as we
got closer, and then even ny poor nose picked up Burrich's scent in the dark. He
rose fromthe wooden crate he'd been seated on by the door. "There you are," he
sai d soothingly. "Come along then. Cone on." And he stood and opened the heavy
doors for us and led us in.

We followed himthrough darkness, between rows of stalls, past groons and
handl ers put up for the night in the stables, and then past our own horses and
dogs and the stable boys who slept anmpbngst them and then to a staircase that
clinmbed the wall that separated the stables fromthe news. W followed Burrich
up its creaking wooden treads, and then he opened another door. Dimyellow |ight
froma guttering candle on a table blinded me tenmporarily. We followed Burrich
into a slant-roofed chanber that snelled of Burrich and | eather and the oils and
sal ves and herbs that were part of Burrich's trade. He shut the door firmy
behind us, and as he cane past us to kindle a fresh candle fromthe nearly spent
one on the table, | snelled the sweetness of wine on him

The light spread, and Burrich seated hinmself on a wooden chair by the table.
He | ooked different, dressed in fine thin cloth of brown and yellow, with a bit
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of silver chain across his jerkin. He put his hand out, pal mup, on his knee and
Nosy went to himinmrediately. Burrich scratched his hanging ears and then
thunped his ribs affectionately, grimacing at the dust that rose fromhis coat.
"You're a fine pair, the two of you," he said, speaking nore to the pup than to

me. "Look at you. Filthy as beggars. | lied to ny king today for you. First tine
ever inny life |I've done that. Appears as if Chivalry's fall fromgrace wll
take me down as well. Told himyou were washed up and sound asl eep, exhausted

fromyour journey. He was not pleased he would have to wait to see you, but
luckily for us, he had weightier things to handle. Chivalry's abdication has
upset a lot of lords. Sone are seeing it as a chance to push for an advantage,
and others are disgruntled to be cheated of a king they admired. Shrewd's trying
to calmthemall. He's letting it be noised about that Verity was the one who
negotiated with the Chyurda this time. Those as will believe that shouldn't be
all oned to wal k about on their own. But they cane, to | ook at Verity anew, and
wonder if and when he'd be their next king, and what kind of a king he would be.
Chivalry's dunmping it over and leaving for Wthywoods has stirred all the
Duchies as if he'd poked a stick in a hive."

Burrich lifted his eyes from Nosy's eager face. "Wl l, Fitz. Guess you got a
taste of it today. Fair scared poor Cob to death, your running off like that.
Now, are you hurt? Did anyone rough you up? |I should have known there woul d be
those would blanme all the stir on you. Conme here, then. Cone on."

When | hesitated, he noved over to a pallet of blankets nade up near the fire
and patted it invitingly. "See. There's a place here for you, all ready. And
there's bread and neat on the table for both of you."

H s words nmade ne aware of the covered platter on the table. Flesh, Nosy's
senses confirnmed, and | was suddenly full of the snell of the neat. Burrich
| aughed at our rush to the table and silently approved how | shared a portion
out to Nosy before filling ny owmn jaws. W ate to repletion, for Burrich had not
underesti mated how hungry a pup and a boy would be after the day's
m sadventures. And then, despite our long nap earlier; the blankets so close to
the fire were suddenly inmensely inviting. Bellies full, we curled up with the
fl ames baki ng our backs and sl ept.

When we awoke the next day, the sun was well risen and Burrich already gone.
Nosy and | ate the heel of last night's | oaf and gnawed the | eftover bones cl ean
before we descended fromBurrich's quarters. No one chall enged us or appeared to
take any notice of us.

Qut si de, another day of chaos and revelry had begun. The keep was, if
anything, nore swollen with people. Their passage stirred the dust and their
m Xxi ng voi ces were an overlay to the shushing of the wind and the nore distant
muttering of the waves. Nosy drank it all in, every scent, every sight, every
sound. The doubl ed sensory inpact dizzied nme. As | wal ked | gathered from
snat ches of conversation that our arrival had coincided with sone spring rite of
merriment and gathering. Chivalry's abdication was still the main topic, but it
did not prevent the puppet shows and jugglers from naki ng every corner a stage
for their antics. At |east one puppet show had al ready incorporated Chivalry's
fall fromgrace into its bawdy conedy, and | stood anonynous in the crowd and
puzzl ed over dial ogue about sowi ng the neighbor's fields that had the adults
roaring with | aughter.

But very soon the crowds and the noi se becane oppressive to both of us; and
| et Nosy know | wi shed to escape it all. W left the keep, passing out of the
thick-wall ed gate past guards intent upon flirting with the nerrymakers as they
canme and went. One nore boy and dog | eaving on the heels of a fishnobngering
famly were nothing to notice. And with no better distraction in sight, we
followed the famly as they wound their way down the streets away fromthe keep
and toward the town of Buckkeep. We dropped farther and farther behind them as
new scents demanded that Nosy investigate and then urinate at every corner
until it was just he and | wandering in the city.

Buckkeep then was a wi ndy, raw place. The streets were steep and crooked,
wi th paving stones that rocked and shifted out of place under the weight of
passing carts. The wind blasted ny inland nostrils with the scent of beached
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kel p and fish guts, while the keening of the gulls and seabirds was an eerie

mel ody above the rhythm ¢ shushing of the waves. The town clings to the rocky
black cliffs much Iike linpets and barnacles cling to the pilings and quays that
venture out into the bay. The houses were of stone and wood, with the nore

el aborat e wooden ones built higher up the rocky face and cut nore deeply into
it.

Buckkeep Town was relatively quiet conpared with the festivity and crowds up
in the keep. Neither of us had the sense or experience to know the waterfront
town was not the best place for a six-year-old and a puppy to wander. Nosy and
expl ored eagerly, sniffing our way down Bakers' Street and through a
near - deserted market and then al ong the warehouses and boat sheds that were the
| owest level of the town. Here the water was cl ose, and we wal ked on wooden
piers as often as we did sand and stone. Business here was going on as usua
with little allowance for the carnival atnosphere up in the keep. Ships nust
dock and unload as the rising and falling of the tides allow, and those who fish
for a living nust follow the schedul es of the finned creatures, not those of
nen.

We soon encountered children, sone busy at the | esser tasks of their parents'
crafts, but sone idlers like ourselves. | fell in easily with them with little
need for introductions or any of the adult pleasantries. Mst of them were ol der
than |, but several were as young or younger. None of them seenmed to think it
odd | should be out and about on nmy own. | was introduced to all the inportant
sights of the city, including the swollen body of a cow that had washed up at
the last tide. W visited a new fishing boat under construction at a dock
littered with curling shavings and strong snelling pitch spills. A fish-snoking
rack | eft carelessly untended furni shed a nidday repast for a half dozen of us.
If the children | was with were nore ragged and boi sterous than those who passed

at their chores, | did not notice. And had anyone told nme | was passing the day
with a pack of beggar brats denied entrance to the keep because of their
light-fingered ways, | would have been shocked. At the time | knew only that it

was suddenly a lively and pleasant day, full of places to go and things to do.
There were a few youngsters, larger and nore ranbunctious, who woul d have

taken the opportunity to set the newconer on his ear had Nosy not been with ne

and showing his teeth at the first aggressive shove. But as | did not show any

signs of wanting to challenge their |eadership, | was allowed to follow. | was
suitably inpressed by all their secrets, and | would venture to say that by the
end of the long afternoon, | knew the poorer quarter of town better than many

who had grown up above it.

I was not asked for a name, but sinply was called Newboy. The others had
nanes as sinple as Dirk or Kerry, or as descriptive as N tpicker and Nosebl eed.
The [ ast nmight have been a pretty little thing in better circunstances. She was
a year or two older than I, but very outspoken and quick-witted. She got into
one dispute with a big boy of twelve, but she showed no fear of his fists, and
her sharp-tongued taunts soon had everyone |aughing at him She took her victory
calmy and left me awed with her toughness. But the bruises on her face and thin
arms were |layered in shades of purple, blue, and yellow, while a crust of dried
bl ood bel ow one ear belied her name. Even so, Nosebleed was a lively one, her
voi ce shriller than the gulls that wheel ed above us. Late afternoon found Kerry,
Nosebl eed, and ne on a rocky shore beyond the net nmenders' racks, w th Nosebl eed
teaching me to scour the rocks for tight-clinging sheel. These she | evered off
expertly with a sharpened stick. She was showing me how to use a nail to pry the
chewy inmates out of their shells when another girl hailed us with a shout.

The neat blue cloak that blew around her and the | eather shoes on her feet
set her apart from ny conpanions. Nor did she cone to join our harvesting, but
only came close enough to call, "Mdlly, MIIly, he's looking for you, high and
| ow. He waked up near sober an hour ago, and took to calling you nanes as soon
as he found you gone and the fire out."

A l ook mixed of defiance and fear passed over Nosebl eed's face. "Run away,
Kittne, but take nmy thanks with you. 1'll renenber you next tine the tides bare
the kel pcrab beds."

Kittne ducked her head in a brief acknow edgnent and i medi ately turned and
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hast ened back the way she had cone.

"Are you in trouble?" | asked Nosebl eed when she did not go back to turning
over stones for sheels.

"Troubl e?" She gave a snort of disdain. "That depends. If ny father can stay
sober long enough to find ne, | mght be in for a bit of it. Mre than likely
he' Il be drunk enough tonight that not a one of whatever he hurls at nme will
hit. More than likely!" she repeated firmy when Kerry opened his nouth to
object to this. And with that she turned back to the rocky beach and our search
for sheel

We were crouched over a nany-|egged gray creature that we found stranded in a
ti de pool when the crunch of a heavy boot on the barnacl ed rocks brought all our
heads up. Wth a shout Kerry fled down the beach, never pausing to | ook back
Nosy and | sprang back, Nosy crowdi ng against ne, teeth bared bravely as his
tail tickled his cowardly little belly. Mdlly Nosebl eed was either not so fast
to react or resigned to what was to cone. A gangly man caught her a smack on the
side of the head. He was a skinny man, red nosed and rawboned, so that his fist

was |ike a knot at the end of his bony arm but the blow was still enough to
send Mol ly sprawing. Barnacles cut into her wi nd-reddened knees, and when she
crabbed aside to avoid the clunsy kick he ained at her, | winced at the salty

sand that packed the new cuts.

"Faithless little nusk cat! Didn't | tell you to stay and tend to the
di pping! And here | find you nucking about on the beach, with the tallow gone
hard in the pot. They'll be wanting nore tapers up at the keep this night, and
what am | to sell thenP"

"The three dozen | set this norning. That was all you left ne w cking for,
you drunken old sot!" Mdlly got to her feet and stood bravely despite her
brimm ng eyes. "What was | to do? Burn up all the fuel to keep the tallow soft
so that when you finally gave ne w cking, we'd have no way to heat the kettle?"

The wi nd gusted and the man swayed shallowy against it. It brought us a
whi ff of him Sweat and beer, Nosy inforned nme sagely. For a nonent the man
| ooked regretful, but then the pain of his sour belly and achi ng head hardened
him He stooped suddenly and seized a whitened branch of driftwood. "You won't
talk to nme like that, you wild brat! Down here with the beggar boys, doing El
knows what! Stealing fromthe snoke racks again, 1'll wager, and bringing nore
shame to ne! Dare to run, and you'll have it twice when | catch you."

She nust have believed him for she only cowered as he advanced on her,
putting up her thin arns to shield her head and then seeming to think better of
it, and hiding only her face with her hands. | stood transfixed in horror while
Nosy yel ped with nmy terror and wet hinself at ny feet. | heard the swish of the
driftwood knob as the club descended. My heart |eaped sideways in ny chest and
pushed at the man, the force jerking out oddly fromnmny belly.

He fell, as had the keg man the day before. But this man fell clutching at
his chest, his driftwod weapon spinning harm essly away. He dropped to the
sand, gave a twitch that spasnmed his whol e body, and then was still.

An instant later Mol ly unscrewed her eyes, shrinking fromthe bl ow she stil
expected. She saw her father collapsed on the rocky beach, and amazenent enptied
her face. She leaped toward him crying, "Papa, Papa, are you all right? Please,
don't die, I"'msorry I'msuch a wicked girl! Don't die, I'll be good, | prom se
1"l be good." Heedl ess of her bl eeding knees, she knelt beside him turning his
face so he wouldn't breathe in sand, and then vainly trying to sit himup

"He was going to kill you," | told her, trying to make sense of the whole
situation.

"No. He hits ne, a bit, when | am bad, but he'd never kill me. And when he is
sober and not sick, he cries about it and begs nme not be too bad and nake him
angry. | should take nore care not to anger him Oh, Newboy, | think he's dead."

I wasn't sure nyself, but in a noment he gave an awful groan and opened his
eyes a bit. Watever fit had felled himseened to have passed. Dazedly he
accepted Mol ly's sel f-accusations and anxi ous hel p, and even ny reluctant aid.
He | eaned on the two of us as we wove our way down the rocky beach over the
uneven footing. Nosy followed us, by turns barking and racing in circles around
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us.

The few fol k who saw us pass paid no attention to us. | guessed that the
sight of Ml ly hel ping her papa hone was not strange to any of them | hel ped
themas far as the door of a small chandlery, MIlly sniffling apol ogi es every
step of the way. | left themthere, and Nosy and | found our way back up the
wi nding streets and hilly road to the keep, wondering every step at the ways of
f ol k.

Havi ng found the town and the beggar children once, they drew ne |ike a
magnet every day afterward. Burrich's days were taken up with his duties, and
his evenings with the drink and merriment of the Springfest. He paid little mind
to ny com ngs and goings, as long as each evening found nme on ny pallet before
his hearth. In truth, | think he had little idea of what to do with ne, other
than see that | was fed well enough to grow heartily and that | slept safe
within doors at night. It could not have been a good tinme for him He had been
Chivalry's man, and now that Chivalry had cast hinself down, what was to becone
of hinP That nust have been nuch on his nmind. And there was the matter of his
| eg. Despite his know edge of poultices and bandagi ng, he could not seemto work
the healing on hinself that he so routinely served to his beasts. Once or tw ce
I saw the injury unwapped and wi nced at the ragged tear that refused to hea
snoot hly but remai ned swollen and oozing. Burrich cursed it roundly at first and
set his teeth grinly each night as he cleaned and redressed it, but as the days
passed he regarded it with nore of a sick despair than anything else. Eventually
he did get it to close, but the ropy scar twisted his |l eg and disfigured his
wal k. Small wonder he had little mind to give to a young bastard deposited in
his care.

So | ran free in the way that only small children can, unnoticed for the nost
part. By the tine Springfest was over, the guards at the keep's gate had becone
accustonmed to ny daily conings and goi ngs. They probably thought ne an errand
boy, for the keep had many of those, only slightly older than I. | learned to
pilfer early fromthe keep's kitchen enough for both Nosy and nyself to
breakfast heartily. Scavengi ng other food-burned crusts fromthe bakers, sheet
and seaweed fromthe beach, snoked fish fromuntended racks-was a regul ar part
of nmy day's activities. MIly Nosebl eed was nmy nost frequent conpanion. | sel dom
saw her father strike her after that day; for the nobst part he was too drunk to
find her, or to make good on his threats when he did. To what | had done that
day, | gave little thought, other than to be grateful that Mdlly had not
realized | was responsible.

The town becane the world to nme, with the keep a place | went to sleep. It
was sunmer, a wonderful tine in a port town. No matter where | went, Buckkeep
Town was alive with com ngs and goi ngs. Goods cane down the Buck River fromthe
I nl and Duchies, on flat river barges manned by sweating bargenen. They spoke
| earnedly about shoals and bars and | andmarks and the rising and falling of the
river waters. Their freight was hauled up into the town shops or warehouses, and
then down again to the docks and into the holds of the sea ships. Those were
manned by swearing sailors who sneered at the rivernen and their inland ways.
They spoke of tides and storns and nights when not even the stars would show
their faces to guide them And fishernen tied up to Buckkeep docks as well, and
were the nost genial of the group. At |east so they were when the fish were
runni ng wel I .

Kerry taught ne the docks and the taverns, and how a quick-footed boy m ght
earn three or even five pence a day, running nessages up the steep streets of
the town. W thought ourselves sharp and daring, to thus undercut the bigger
boys who asked two pence or even nore for just one errand. | don't think I have
ever been as brave since as | was then. If | close ny eyes, | can snell those
gl orious days. OGakum and tar and fresh wood shavings fromthe dry docks where
the shi pwights wielded their drawknives and nallets. The sweet snell of very
fresh fish, and the poi sonous odor of a catch held too |ong on a hot day. Bales
of wool in the sun added their own note to the scent of oak kegs of nmell ow
Sandsedge brandy. Sheaves of fevergone hay waiting to sweeten a forepeak mingl ed
scents with crates of hard nelons. And all of these snells were swirled by a
wi nd off the bay, seasoned with salt and iodine. Nosy brought all he scented to
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my attention as his keener senses overrode ny dull er ones.

Kerry and | would be sent to fetch a navigator gone to say good-bye to his
wife, or to bear a sanpling of spices to a buyer at a shop. The harbornaster
m ght send us running to let a crew know sone fool had tied the |ines wong and
the tide was about to abandon their ship. But | |iked best the errands that took
us into the taverns. There the storytellers and gossips plied their trades. The
storytellers told the classic tales, of voyages of discovery and crews who
braved terrible storns and of foolish captains who took down their ships with
all hands. | learned many of the traditional ones by heart, but the tales
| oved best came not fromthe professional storytellers but fromthe sailors
t hensel ves. These were not the tales told at the hearths for all to hear, but
the warnings and tidings passed fromcrew to crew as the nmen shared a bottle of
brandy or a | oaf of yellow pollen bread.

They spoke of catches they'd made, nets full to sinking the boat al nost, or
of marvel ous fish and beasts glinpsed only in the path of a full noon as it cut
a ship's wake. There were stories of villages raided by Qutislanders, both on
the coast and on the outlying islands of our Duchy, and tales of pirates and
battl es at sea and ships taken by treachery fromw thin. Mst gripping were the
tales of the Red-Ship Raiders, Qutislanders who both raided and pirated, and
attacked not only our ships and towns but even other CQutislander ships. Sone
scof fed at the notion of the red-keel ed ships, and nocked those who told of
Qutislander pirates turning agai nst other pirates |ike thensel ves.

But Kerry and | and Nosy would sit under the tables with our backs braced
agai nst the |l egs, nibbling penny sweet |oaves, and |isten w de-eyed to tal es of
red- keel ed ships with a dozen bodi es swinging fromtheir yardarns, not dead, no,
but bound nen who jerked and shrieked when the gulls came down to peck at them
We would listen to deliciously scary tales until even the stuffy taverns seened
chilling cold, and then we would race down to the docks again, to earn another
penny.

Once Kerry, Mlly, and | built a raft of driftwood |ogs and poled it about
under the docks. W left it tied up there, and when the tide cane up, it
battered | oose a whol e section of dock and damaged two skiffs. For days we
dreaded that someone woul d di scover we were the culprits. And one tine a tavern
keeper boxed Kerry's ears and accused us both of stealing. Qur revenge was the
stinking herring we wedged up under the supports of his tabletops. It rotted and
stank and nade flies for days before he found it.

I learned a smattering of trades in ny travels: fish buying, net nending,

boat building, and idling. | |learned even nore of human nature. | became a quick
j udge of who would actually pay the pronised penny for a nessage delivered, and
who woul d just laugh at ne when | canme to collect. | knew which baker could be

begged from and which shops were easiest to thieve from And through it all,
Nosy was at ny side, so bonded to ne now that | sel dom separated ny m nd
completely fromhis. | used his nose, his eyes, and his jaws as freely as ny
own, and never thought it the least bit strange.

So the better part of the summer passed. But one fine day, with the sun
riding a sky bluer than the sea, ny good fortune cane at last to an end. Milly,
Kerry, and | had pilfered a fine string of |liver sausages from a snokehouse and
were fleeing down the street with the rightful owner in pursuit. Nosy was with
us, as always. The other children had conme to accept himas a part of ne. |
don't think it ever occurred to themto wonder at our singleness of mnd. Newboy
and Nosy we were, and they probably thought it but a clever trick that Nosy
woul d know before | threw where to be to catch our shared bounty. Thus there
were actually four of us, racing down the cluttered street, passing the sausages
from grubby hand to danp jaws and back to hand again while behind us the owner
bel | oned and chased us in vain.

Then Burrich stepped out of a shop

I was running toward him W recogni zed one another in a nonment of nutua
di smay. The bl ackness of the | ook that appeared on his face left nme no doubts
about ny conduct. Flee, | decided in a breath, and dodged away from his reaching
hands, only to discover in sudden befuddl ement that | had sonehow run right into
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hi m

I do not like to dwell on what happened next. | was soundly cuffed, not only
by Burrich but by the enraged owner of the sausages. Al ny fellow culprits save
Nosy evaporated into the nooks and crannies of the street. Nosy canme bellying up
to Burrich, to be cuffed and scolded. | watched in agony as Burrich took coins
fromhis pouch to pay the sausage nman. He kept a grip on the back of my shirt
that nearly lifted ne off ny feet. Wen the sausage man had departed and the
little crowd who had gathered to watch ny di sconfiture was dispersing, he
finally released nme. | wondered at the | ook of disgust he gave ne. Wth one nore
backhanded cuff on the back of my head, he commanded, "Get hone. Now. "

We did, nore speedily than ever we had before. W found our pallet before the
hearth and waited in trepidation. And waited, and waited, through the |ong
afternoon and into early evening. Both of us got hungry, but knew better than to
| eave. There had been sonething in Burrich's face nore frightening than even the
anger of Mdlly's papa.

When Burrich did cone, the full night was in place. W heard his step on the
stair, and | did not need Nosy's keener senses to know that Burrich had been
drinking. We shrank in on ourselves as he let hinself into the dimed room H's
breat hi ng was heavy, and it took himlonger than usual to kindle several tapers
fromthe single one | had set out. That done, he dropped onto a bench and
regarded the two of us. Nosy whined and then fell over on his side in puppy
supplication. | longed to do the sane, but contented nyself with | ooking up at
himfearfully. After a noment he spoke.

"Fitz. What's to cone of you? What's to conme of us both? Running wth beggar
thieves in the streets, with the bl ood of kings in your veins. Packing up |ike
animal s."

| didn't speak.
"And nme as nuch to blane as you, | suppose. Conme here, then. Cone here, boy."
| ventured a step or two closer. | didn't like coning too close.

Burrich frowned at my caution. "Are you hurt, boy?"

I shook ny head.

"Then cone here."

| hesitated, and Nosy whined in an agony of indecision

Burrich glanced down at himin puzzlenment. | could see his m nd working
through a wi ne-induced haze. H s eyes went fromthe pup to ne and back again,
and a sickened | ook spread across his face. He shook his head. Slowy he stood
and wal ked away fromthe table and the pup, favoring his damaged leg. In the
corner of the chanber there was a snall rack, supporting an assortnent of dusty
tools and objects. Slowy Burrich reached up and took one down. It was nade of
wood and | eather, stiff with disuse. He swng it, and the short |eather |ash
smacked smartly against his leg. "Know what this is, boy?" he asked gently, in a
ki nd voice

| shook ny head nutely.

"Dog whip."

I looked at himblankly. There was nothing in ny experience or Nosy's to tel
me how to react to this. He must have seen ny confusion. He sniled genially and
his voice remained friendly, but | sensed sonething hidden in his manner,
sonet hi ng wai ting.

"It's a tool, Fitz. A teaching device. Wen you get a pup that won't

m nd-when you say to a pup, Cone here,' and the pup refuses to conme-well, a few
sharp | ashes fromthis, and the pup learns to listen and obey the first tine.
just a few sharp cuts is all it takes to make a pup learn to nmind." He spoke

casually as he lowered the whip and let the short |ash dance lightly over the
floor. Neither Nosy nor | could take our eyes off it, and when he suddenly
flipped the whol e object at Nosy, the pup gave a yelp of terror and | eaped back
fromit, and then rushed to cower behind ne.

And Burrich slowy sank down, covering his eyes as he folded hinself onto a
bench by the fireplace. "Ch, Eda," he breathed, between a curse and a prayer. "I
guessed, | suspected, when | saw you running together like that, but dam El's
eyes, | didn't want to be right. | didn't want to be right. |'ve never hit a pup
with that damm thing in nmy life. Nosy had no reason to fear it. Not unless you'd
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been sharing mnds with him™"

What ever the danger had been, | sensed that it had passed. | sank down to sit
besi de Nosy, who crawled up into ny lap and nosed at ny face anxiously. |
qui eted him suggesting we wait and see what happened next. Boy and pup, we sat,
wat ching Burrich's stillness. Wien he finally raised his face, | was astounded
to see that he | ooked as if he had been crying. Like ny nother, | renenber
thinking, but oddly I cannot now recall an image of her weeping. Only of
Burrich's grieved face.

"Fitz. Boy. Cone here," he said softly, and this tinme there was sonething in
his voice that could not be disobeyed. | rose and went to him Nosy at ny heels.
"No," he said to the pup, and pointed to a place by his boot, but ne he lifted
onto the bench beside him

"Fitz," he began, and then paused. He took a deep breath and started again.
"Fitz, this is wong. It's bad, very bad, what you've been doing with this pup
It's unnatural. It's worse than stealing or lying. It nakes a man |l ess than a
man. Do you understand ne?"

I looked at himblankly. He sighed and tried again.

"Boy, you're of the royal blood. Bastard or not, you're Chivalry's own son,
of the old line. And this thing you're doing, it's wong. It's not worthy of
you. Do you understand?"”

I shook ny head nutely.

"There, you see. You're not talking anynore. Now talk to ne. Wo taught you
to do this?"

I tried. "Do what?" My voice felt creaky and rough

Burrich's eyes grew rounder. | sensed his effort at control. "You know what |
mean. Who taught you to be with the dog, in his mind, seeing things with him
letting himsee with you, telling each other things?"

I mulled this over for a nmonent. Yes, that was what had been happeni ng. "No
one," | answered at last. "It just happened. W were together a lot," | added,
thinking that mght explain it.

Burrich regarded nme gravely. "You don't speak like a child," he observed
suddenly. "But |'ve heard that was the way of it, with those who had the old
Wt. That fromthe begi nning, they were never truly children. They al ways knew
too nmuch, and as they got ol der they knew even nore. That was why it was never
accounted a crinme, in the old days, to hunt them down and burn them Do you
understand what I'mtelling you, Fitz?"

I shook ny head, and when he frowned at ny silence, | forced nyself to add,
"But I'mtrying. What is the old Wt?"

Burrich | ooked incredul ous, then suspicious. "Boy!" he threatened nme, but |
only |l ooked at him After a nonent he conceded ny ignorance.

"The old Wt," he began slowy. H's face darkened, and he | ooked down at his
hands as if renenbering an old sin. "It's the power of the beast bl ood, just as
the Skill conmes fromthe line of kings. It starts out like a blessing, giving
you the tongues of the animals. But then it seizes you and draws you down, nmkes
you a beast like the rest of them Until finally there's not a shred of hunmanity
in you, and you run and give tongue and taste blood, as if the pack were all you
had ever known. Until no man could | ook on you and think you had ever been a
man." Hi s voice had gotten |lower and | ower as he spoke, and he had not | ooked at
me, but had turned to the fire and stared into the failing flames there.
"There's sone as say a nman takes on the shape of a beast then, but he kills with
a man's passion rather than a beast's sinple hunger. Kills for the killing ..

"I's that what you want, Fitz? To take the blood of kings that's in you, and
drown it in the blood of the wild hunt?

To be as a beast anobng beasts, sinply for the sake of the know edge it brings
you? Worse yet, think on what cones before. WIIl the scent of fresh bl ood touch
of f your tenper, will the sight of prey shut down your thoughts?" H's voice grew
softer still, and | heard the sickness he felt as he asked nme, "WII| you wake
fevered and asweat because sonewhere a bitch is in season and your conpanion
scents it? WIIl that be the know edge you take to your |ady's bed?"

| sat small beside him "I do not know," | saidin alittle voice.
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He turned to face ne, outraged. "You don't know?" he growed. "I tell you
where it will lead, and you say you don't know?"

My tongue was dry in ny nmouth and Nosy cowered at my feet. "But | don't
know," | protested. "How can | know what 1'll do, until |I've done it? How can |
say?"

"Well, if you can't say, | can!" he roared, and | sensed then in full how he

had banked the fires of his tenper, and al so how nuch he'd drunk that night.
"The pup goes and you stay. You stay here, in nmy care, where | can keep an eye
on you. If Chivalry will not have ne with him it's the least | can do for him
I"lIl see that his son grows up a man, and not a wolf. I'Il do it if it kills the
both of us!"

He lurched fromthe bench, to seize Nosy by the scruff of the neck. At |east,
such was his intention. But the pup and | sprang clear of him Together we
rushed for the door, but the latch was fastened, and before | could work it,
Burrich was upon us. Nosy he shoved aside with his boot; ne he seized by a
shoul der and propelled nme away fromthe door. "Conme here, pup,"” he conmanded,
but Nosy fled to ny side. Burrich stood panting and glaring by the door, and
caught the growling undercurrent of his thoughts, the fury that taunted himto
smash us both and be done with it. Control overlaid it, but that brief glinpse
was enough to terrify me. And when he suddenly sprang at us, | repelled at him
with all the force of nmy fear.

He dropped as suddenly as a bird stoned in flight and sat for a nonment on the

floor. | stooped and clutched Nosy to nme. Burrich slowy shook his head as if
shaking raindrops fromhis hair. He stood, towering over us. "It's in his
blood," | heard himmnutter to himself. "From his dammed not her's bl ood, and
shoul dn't be surprised. But the boy has to be taught." And then, as he | ooked ne
full in the eye, he warned ne, "Fitz. Never do that to ne again. Never. Now give
me that pup."”

He advanced on us again, and as | felt the lap of his hidden wath, |I could
not contain nyself. | repelled at himagain. But this tine ny defense was net by
a wall that hurled it back at ne, so that | stunbled and sank down, al nost
fainting, my mnd pressed down by bl ackness. Burrich stooped over me. "Il warned

you," he said softly, and his voice was |like the growing of a wolf. Then, for
the last tine, | felt his fingers grip Nosy's scruff. He lifted the pup bodily
and carried him not roughly, to the door. The latch that had el uded ne he
worked swiftly, and in noments | heard the heavy tronp of his boots down the
stair.

In a nonent | had recovered and was up, flinging nyself against the door. But
Burrich had | ocked it somehow, for | scrabbled vainly at the catch. My sense of
Nosy receded as he was carried farther and farther fromne, leaving in its place
a desperate loneliness. | whinpered, then how ed, claw ng at the door and
seeking after ny contact with him There was a sudden flash of red pain, and
Nosy was gone. As his cani ne senses deserted nme conpletely | screaned and cried
as any six-year-old mght, and hamered vainly at the thick wood pl anks.

It seemed hours before Burrich returned. | heard his step and lifted nmy head
fromwhere | lay panting and exhausted on the doorstep. He opened the door and
then caught nme deftly by the back of ny shirt as | tried to dart past him He
jerked me back into the roomand then slamred the door and fastened it again. |
flung nmyself wordlessly against it, and a whinpering rose in ny throat. Burrich
sat down wearily

"Don't even think it, boy," he cautioned ne, as if he could hear ny wild
plans for the next time he let ne out.

"He's gone. The pup's gone, and a damm shanme, for he was good blood. His line
was nearly as long as yours. But |'d rather waste a hound than a man." \Wen |
did not nove, he added, alnost kindly, "Let go of longing after him It hurts
| ess, that way."

But | did not, and | could hear in his voice that he hadn't really expected
me to. He sighed, and noved slowy as he readied hinself for bed. He didn't
speak to ne again, just extinguished the |anp and settled hinself on his bed.
But he did not sleep, and it was still hours short of norning when he rose and
lifted ne fromthe floor and placed ne in the warm place his body had left in
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the bl ankets. He went out again and did not return for sonme hours.

As for me, | was heartsick and feverish for days. Burrich, | believe, let it
be known that | had sone childish ailnment, and so | was left in peace. It was
days before | was allowed out again, and then it was not on ny own.

Afterward, Burrich took pains to see that | was given no chance to bond with
any beast. | am sure he thought he'd succeeded, and to sone extent he did, in
that | did not forman exclusive bond with any hound or horse. | know he neant
well. But | did not feel protected by him but confined. He was the warden that
ensured ny isolation with fanatical fervor. Uter |loneliness was planted in ne
then, and sent its deep roots down into ne.

CHAPTER THREE
Covenant

THE ORI G NAL SOURCE OF the Skill will probably remain forever shrouded in
mystery. Certainly a penchant far it runs remarkably strong within the roya
famly, and yet it is not solely confined to the King' s household. There does
seemto be sonme truth to the folk saying, "Wen the sea blood flows with the
bl ood of the plains, the Skill will blossom" It is interesting to note that the
Quti sl anders seemto have no predilection for the Skill, nor the fol k descended
solely fromthe original inhabitants of the Six Duchies.

Is it the nature of the world that all things seek a rhythm and in that
rhythma sort of peace? Certainly it has always seened so to nme. All events, no
matt er how eart hshaking or bizarre, are diluted within monents of their
occurrence by the continuance of the necessary routines of day-to-day |iving.

Men wal king a battlefield to search for wounded anong the dead will still stop
to cough, to blow their noses, still lift their eyes to watch a V of geese in
flight. I have seen farmers continue their plow ng and pl anting, heedl ess of
arm es clashing but a few nmiles away.

So it proved for ne. | ook back on nyself and wonder. Separated from ny
mot her, dragged off to a new city and cline, abandoned by ny father to the care
of his man, and then bereft of my puppy conpanion, | still rose fromny bed one
day and resuned a small boy's life. For ne, that meant rising when Burrich awoke
me, and following himto the kitchens, where | ate beside him After that, | was
Burrich's shadow. He seldom allowed ne out of his sight. I'd dog his heels,

wat ching himat his tasks, and eventually assisting himin many small ways.
Eveni ng brought a neal where | sat at his side on a bench and ate, ny nanners
supervi sed by his sharp eyes. Then it was up to his quarters, where | m ght
spend the rest of the evening watching the fire in silence while he drank, or
watching the fire in silence awaiting his return. He worked whil e he drank,
mendi ng or meki ng harness, compoundi ng a salve, or rendering down a physic for a
horse. He worked, and | |earned, watching him though few words passed between
us that | recall. Odd to think-of two years, and nost of another one, passed in
such a way.

| learned to do as Molly did, stealing bits of time for nyself on the days
when Burrich was called away to assist in a hunt or help a mare birth. Once in a
great while | dared to slip out when he had drunk nore than he coul d manage, but
those were dangerous outings. Wien | was free, | would hastily seek out my young
companions in the city and run with themfor as long as | dared. | mnissed Nosy
with a keenness as great as if Burrich had severed a linb fromny body. But
neither of us ever spoke of that.

Looki ng back, | suppose he was as lonely as |I. Chivalry had not all owed
Burrich to follow himinto his exile. Instead, he had been left to care for a
nanel ess bastard and found that the bastard had a penchant for what he regarded
as a perversion. And even after his | eg heal ed, he di scovered he woul d never
ride nor hunt nor even walk as well as he once had; all that had to be hard,
hard for a man such as Burrich. He never whined about it to anyone, that |
heard. But again, in |ooking back, | cannot inmagi ne to whom he coul d have made
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conmpl aint. Locked into | oneliness were we two, and | ooking at one another every
eveni ng, we each saw the one we blamed for it

Yet all things nust pass, but especially tine, and with the nonths and then
the years, | cane slowy to have a place in the schene of things. | fetched for
Burrich, bringing before he had thought to ask for it, and tidied up after his
mnistrations to the beasts, and saw to clean water for the hawks and picked
ticks off dogs come home fromthe hunt. Folk got used to seeing nme and no | onger
stared. Sonme seened not to see ne at all. Gadually Burrich relaxed his watch on
me. | came and went nore freely, but still took care that he shoul d not know of
my sojourns into town.

There were other children within the keep, nmany about ny own age. Sone were
even related to nme, second cousins or third. Yet | never formed any real bonds
with any of them The younger ones were kept by their nothers or caretakers, the
ol der ones had their own tasks and chores to occupy them Mst were not cruel to
me; | was sinply outside their circles. So, although | night not see Dirk or
Kerry or Molly for nonths, they remained nmy closest friends. In ny explorations
of the keep, and on wi nter evenings when all gathered in the Geat Hall for
m nstrels, or puppet shows or indoor games, | swiftly |earned where | was
wel cone and where | was not.

| kept nyself out of the Queen's view, for whenever she saw ne, she woul d
al ways find sone fault with my behavi or and have Burrich reproached with it.
Regal , too, was a source of danger. He had nost of his nman's growh, but did not
scruple to shove me out of his path or wal k casually through whatever | had
found to play with. He was capable of a pettiness and vindictiveness that |
never encountered in Verity. Not that Verity ever took time with nme, but our
chance encounters were never unpleasant. If he noticed nme, he would tousle ny
hair, or offer ne a penny. Once a servant brought to Burrich's quarters sone
little wooden toys, soldiers and horses and a cart, their paint nmuch worn, with
a nmessage that Verity had found themin a corner of his clothing chest and
thought | might enjoy them | cannot think of any other possession | ever val ued
nor e.

Cob in the stables was another danger zone. If Burrich were about, he spoke
me fair and treated ne evenly, but had srmall use for nme at other tines. He gave
me to understand he did not want me about and underfoot where he was working. |
found out eventually that he was jealous of me and felt my care had replaced the
interest Burrich had once taken in him He was never overtly cruel, he never
struck me or scolded nme unfairly. But | could sense his distaste for ne, and
avoi ded him

Al the nen-at-arnms showed a great tolerance for me. After the street
chil dren of Buckkeep Town, they were probably the closest | had to friends. But
no matter how tol erant nen may be of a boy of nine or ten, there is precious

little in common. | watched their bone ganes and listened to their stories, but
for every hour | spent anobng their conpany, there were days when | did not go
among themat all. And while Burrich never forbade me the guardroom he did not
conceal that he disapproved of the tine | spent there.

So | was and was not a nenber of the keep conmunity. | avoi ded sone and
observed sone and | obeyed sonme. But with none did | feel a bond.

Then one norning, when | was still a bit shy of ny tenth year, | was at play

under the tables in the Geat Hall, tunbling and teasing with the puppies. It
was quite early in the day. There had been an occasi on of sone sort the day
before, and the feasting had | asted the whole day and well into the night.
Burrich had drunk hinself sensel ess. Al nbst everyone, noble or servants, was
still abed, and the kitchen had not yielded up nuch to nmy hungry venturing that
nmorni ng. But the tables in the Geat Hall were a trove of broken pastries and

di shes of neat. There were bow s of apples as well, slabs of cheese; in short,
all a boy could wish for plundering. The great dogs had taken the best bones and
retreated to their own corners of the hall, |eaving various pups to scrabble for
the smaller bits. | had taken a rather |arge neat pasty under the table and was
sharing it out with my chosen favorites anong the pups. Ever since Nosy, | had
taken care that Burrich should not see nme to have too great an affinity with any
one puppy. | still did not understand why he objected to nmy closeness to a
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hound, but | would not risk the Iife of a puppy to dispute it with him So | was
alternating bites with three whel ps when | heard sl ow footsteps threshing across
the reed-strewn fl oor. Two nen were speaking, discussing sonething in |ow tones.

I thought it was the kitchen servants, cone to clear away. | scrabbled from
beneath the table to snare a few nore choice | eavings before they were gone.

But it was no servant who startled at ny sudden appearance but the old King,
my grandfather hinself. A scant step behind him at his el bow, was Regal. His
bl eary eyes and runpl ed doublet attested to his participation in last night's
revelries. The King's new fool, but recently acquired, pattered after them pale
eyes agoggle in an eggshell face. He was so strange a creature, with his pasty
skin and notley all of blacks and whites, that | scarce dared to look at him In
contrast, King Shrewd was clear of eye, his beard and hair freshly grooned, and
his clothing i macul ate. For an instant he was surprised, and then renarked,
"You see, Regal, it is as | was telling you. An opportunity presents itself, and
sonmeone seizes it; often soneone young, or soneone driven by the energies and
hungers of youth. Royalty has no leisure to ignore such opportunities, or to |let
them be created for others."

The King continued his stroll past ne, extolling on his thenme while Rega
gave ne a bal eful | ook from bl oodshot eyes. A flap of his hand indicated that |

shoul d di sappear nyself. | indicated ny understanding with a quick nod, but
darted first to the table. |I stuffed two apples into ny jerkin and took up a
nostly whol e gooseberry tart when the King suddenly rounded and gestured at ne.
Hs fool mnmed an imtation. | froze where | stood.

"Look at him" the old King conanded.

Regal glared at me, but | dared not nove.

"What will you make of hin®"

Regal | ooked perplexed. "H n? It's the Fitz. Chivalry's bastard. Sneaki ng and
thieving as al ways."

"Fool." King Shrewd smiled, but his eyes remained flinty. The Fool, thinking
hi nsel f addressed, smiled sweetly. "Are your ears stopped with wax? Do you hear
nothing | say? | asked you, not “what do you nmake of hin?' but “what will you
make of hin?' There he stands, young, strong, and resourceful. H's lines are
every bit as royal as yours, for all that he was born on the wong side of the
sheets. So what will you nmake of hin? A tool? A weapon? A conrade? An eneny? O
will you | eave himlying about, for soneone else to take up and use agai nst

you?"

Regal squinted at ne, then glanced past ne and, finding no one else in the
hall, returned his puzzled gaze to ne. At ny ankle, a pup whined a reninder that
earlier we had been sharing. | warned himto hush

"The bastard? He's only a child."

The ol d King sighed. "Today. This norning and now he is a child. Wen next
you turn around he will be a youth, or worse, a nan, and then it will be too
|late for you to nmake anything of him But take himnow, Regal, and shape him
and a decade hence you will conmand his loyalty. Instead of a discontented
bastard who may be persuaded to becone a pretender to the throne, he will be a
henchman, united to the famly by spirit as well as blood. A bastard, Regal, is
a unique thing. Put a signet ring on his hand and send himforth, and you have
created a diplomat no foreign ruler will dare to turn away. He may safely be
sent where a prince of the bl ood may not be risked. |Inmagine the uses for one who
is and yet is not of the royal bloodline. Hostage exchanges. Marital alliances.
Qui et work. The di pl omacy of the knife."

Regal 's eyes grew round at the King's last words. For a pause, we all
breathed in silence, regarding one anot her. Wen Regal spoke, he sounded as if
he had dry bread caught in his throat. "You speak of these things in front of
the boy. O using him as a tool, a weapon. You think he will not renenber your
wor ds when he is grown?"

Ki ng Shrewd | aughed, and the sound rang agai nst the stone walls of the G eat

Hal | . "Renenber then? O course he will. | count on it. Look at his eyes, Regal
There is intelligence there, and possibly potential Skill. 1'd be a fool to lie
to him Stupider still to sinply begin his training and education with no
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expl anation. For that would | eave his mnd fallow for whatever seeds others
m ght plant there. Isn't it so, boy?"

He was regarding nme steadily and | suddenly realized | was returning his
| ook. For all of his speech our gazes had been | ocked as we read one another. In
the eyes of the man who was ny grandfather was honesty, of a rocky, bony sort.
There was no confort init, but I knew |l could always count on it to be there. |
nodded sl owy.

"Come here."

I walked to himslowy. Wen | reached him he got down on one knee, to be
eye to eye with nme. The Fool knelt solemly beside us, |ooking earnestly from
face to face. Regal glared down at all of us. At the time | never grasped the
irony of the old King genuflecting to his bastard grandson. So | was solem as
he took the tart fromny hands and tossed it to the puppies who had trailed
after ne. He drew a pin fromthe folds of silk at his throat and sol emmly pushed
it through the sinple wool of ny shirt.

"Now you are mine," he said; and nade that claimng of me nore inportant than

any bl ood we shared. "You need not eat any nan's leavings. | will keep you, and
I will keep you well. If any man or worman ever seeks to turn you agai nst ne by
of fering you nore than | do, then cone to ne, and tell me of the offer, and
shall neet it. You will never find ne a stingy man, nor be able to cite ill use
as a reason for treason against ne. Do you believe ne, boy?"

I nodded, in the nmute way that was still ny habit, but his steady brown eyes
demanded nore

"Yes, Sir."

"Good. | will be issuing sone commands regardi ng you. See that you go al ong
with them If any seem strange to you, speak to Burrich. Or to nyself. Sinply
conme to the door of my chanber, and show that pin. You'll be admtted."

I glanced down at the red stone that winked in a nest of silver. "Yes, sir,
| managed agai n.

"Ah," he said softly, and | sensed a trace of regret in his voice and
wondered what it was for. Hi s eyes rel eased ne, and suddenly | was once nore
aware of ny surroundi ngs, of the puppies and the Great Hall and Regal watching
me with fresh distaste on his face, and the Fool nodding enthusiastically in his
vacant way. Then the King stood. Wen he turned away fromne, a chill went over
me, as if | had suddenly shed a cloak. It was ny first experience of the Skil
at the hands of a nmaster.

"You don't approve, do you, Regal?" The King's tone was conversati onal

"My king may do whatever he w shes." Sul ky.

King Shrewd sighed. "That is not what | asked you."

"My nother, the Queen, will certainly not approve. Favoring the boy will only
make it appear you recognize him It will give himideas, and others."

"Faugh!" The King chuckled as if anused.

Regal was instantly incensed. "My nother, the Queen, will not agree with you,
nor will she be pleased. My nother-"

"Has not agreed with nme, nor been pleased with ne for sone years. | scarcely
notice it anynore, Regal. She will flap and squawk and tell me again that she
woul d return to Farrow, to be Duchess there, and you Duke after her. And if very
angry, she will threaten that if she did, Tilth and Farrow would rise up in
rebellion, and becone a separate kingdom wth her as the Queen."

"And | as King after her!" Regal added defiantly.

Shrewd nodded to hinself. "Yes, | thought she had planted such festering
treason in your mnd. Listen, boy. She may scold and fling crockery at the
servants, but she will never do nore than that. Because she knows it is better
to be Queen of a peaceful kingdomthan Duchess of a Duchy in rebellion. And
Farrow has no reason to rise up against nme, save the ones she invents in her
head. Her ambitions have al ways exceeded her abilities." He paused, and | ooked
directly at Regal. "In royalty, that is a nost |lamentable failing."

I could feel the waves of anger Regal suppressed as he | ooked at the floor

"Conme along," the King said, and Regal heeled after him obedient as any
hound. But the parting gl ance he cast nme was venonous.

| stood and watched as the old King departed the hall. | felt an echoing
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| oss. Strange man. Bastard though | was, he could have declared hinmsel f ny
grandfather, and had for the asking what he instead chose to buy. At the door,
the pal e Fool paused. For an instant he | ooked back at ne and made an

i nconprehensi bl e gesture with his narrow hands. It could have been an insult or
a blessing. O sinply the fluttering of a fool's hands. Then he snmiled, waggled
his tongue at ne, and turned to hurry after the King.

Despite the King's promises, | stuffed ny jerkin front with sweet cakes. The
pups and | shared themall in the shade behind the stables. It was a bigger
breakfast than any of us were accustoned to, and ny stomach nurnured unhappily
for hours afterward. The pups curled up and slept, but | wavered between dread
and anticipation. A nost | hoped that nothing would come of it, that the King
woul d forget his words to ne. But he did not.

Late that evening | finally wandered up the steps and let nyself into
Burrich's chanber. | had spent the day pondering what the norning' s words night
mean for ne. | could have saved nyself the trouble. For as | entered, Burrich
set aside the bit of harness he was nmendi ng and focused all his attention on ne.
He considered ne in silence for a bit, and | returned his stare. Sonething had
changed, and | feared. Ever since he had di sappeared Nosy, | had believed that
Burrich had the power of life and death over me as well; that a fitz could be
di sposed of as easily as a pup

That hadn't stopped me from devel oping a feeling of closeness for him one
needn't love in order to depend. That sense of being able to rely on Burrich was
the only real stability | had in nmy life, and now | felt it trenbling under ne.

"So." He spoke at last, and put a finality into the word. "So. You had to put
yoursel f before his eyes, did you? Had to call attention to yourself. Well. He's
deci ded what to do with you." He sighed, and his silence changed. For a brief
time | alnost felt he pitied ne. But after a bit he spoke.

"I'"'mto choose a horse for you tonorrow. He suggested that it be a young one,
that | train you up together. But |I talked himinto starting you with an ol der,
steadi er beast. One student at atine, | told him But |'ve nmy own reasons for
putting you with an aninmal that's ... |less inpressionable. See that you behave;
I"lI'l know if you're playing about. Do we understand one anot her?"

I gave hima quick nod

"Answer, Fitz. You'll have to use your tongue, if you'll be dealing with
tutors and nmasters."

"Yes, sir."

It was so like Burrich. Entrusting a horse to nme had been uppernost in his
mnd. Wth his own concern attended to, he announced the rest quite casually.

"You'll be up with the sun fromnow on, boy. You'll learn fromnme in the
nmorning. Caring for a horse, and mastering it. And how to hunt your hounds
properly, and have themmnd you. A nan's way of controlling beasts is what 'l
teach you." The | ast he enphasi zed heavily and paused to be sure | understood.
My heart sank, but | began a nod, then anmended it to "Yes, sir."

"Afternoons, they've got you. For weapons and such. Probably the Skill,
eventually. In winter nonths, there will be indoor |earning. Languages and

signs. Witing and readi ng and nunbers, | don't doubt. Histories, too. Wat
you'll do with it all, I've no idea, but mind you learn it well to please the
King. He's not a man to displease, let alone cross. Wsest course of all is not

to have himnotice you. But | didn't warn you about that, and nowit's too
late."

He cleared his throat suddenly and took a breath. "Ch, and there's another
thing that's to change." He took up the bit of |eather he'd been working on and
bent over it again. He seenmed to speak to his fingers. "You'll have a proper
room of your own now. Up in the keep where all those of noble blood sleep. You'd
be sl eeping there right now, if you'd bothered to cone in on tinme."

"What? | don't understand. A roon?"

"Ch, so you can be swift spoken, when you've a mnd? You heard ne, boy.

You'll have a room of your own, up at the keep." He paused, then went on
heartily, "I'Il finally get ny privacy back. Oh, and you're to be neasured for
clothes tonorrow as well. And boots. Though what's the sense of putting a boot
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on a foot that's still growing, | don't-"

"I don't want a roomup there." As oppressive as living with Burrich had
become, | suddenly found it preferable to the unknown. | imagined a |arge, cold
stone room w th shadows |lurking in the corners.

"Well, you're to have one," Burrich announced relentlessly. "And it's tine
and past tine for it. You're Chivalry's get, even if you' re not a proper-born
son, and to put you down here in the stable, like a stray pup, well, it's just
not fitting."

"I don't mindit," |I ventured desperately.

Burrich Iifted his eyes and regarded nme sternly. "My, ny. Positively chatty
tonight, aren't we?"

I lowered ny eyes fromhis. "You live down here," | pointed out sullenly:
"You aren't a stray pup."

"I"'mnot a prince's bastard, either,’
keep now, Fitz, and that's all."

| dared to |l ook at him He was speaking to his fingers again.

"I"d rather I was a stray pup," | made bold to say. And then all ny fears
broke ny voice as | added, "You wouldn't let themdo this to a stray pup,
changing everything all at once. Wen they gave the bl oodhound puppy to Lord
Ginbsy, you sent your old shirt with it so it would have something that snelled
of home until it settled in."

"Well," he said, "I didn't ... come here, Fitz. Cone here, boy."

And puppylike, | went to him the only master | had, and he thunped ne
lightly on the back and runpled up ny hair, very nmuch as if | had been a hound.

"Don't be scared, now. There's nothing to be afraid of. And, anyway," he
said, and | heard himrelenting, "they've only told us that you're to have a
roomup at the keep. No one's said that you' ve got to sleep in it every night.
Sone nights, if things are a bit too quiet for you, you can find your way down
here. Ey, Fitz? Does that sound right to you?"

"l suppose so," | muttered.

he said tersely. "You'll live in the

Change rained fast and furious on me for the next fortnight. Burrich had me
up at dawn, and | was tubbed and scrubbed, the hair cut back fromny eyes and
the rest bound down ny back in a tail such as | had seen on the ol der nmen of the
keep. He told me to dress in the best clothing | had, then clicked his tongue

over how small it had become on ne. Wth a shrug he said it would have to do.
Then it was into the stables, where he showed ne the nmare that now was m ne.
She was gray, with a hint of dapple in her coat. Her mane and tail, nose and

stocki ngs were bl ackened as if she'd gotten into soot. And that, too, was her
nane. She was a pl acid beast, well shaped and well cared for. A |less chall enging

mount woul d be hard to inmagi ne. Boyish, | had hoped for at |east a spirited
gel ding. But Sooty was my nount instead. | tried to conceal ny disappointnent,
but Burrich nust have sensed it. "You don't think she's nuch, do you? Well, how

much of a horse did you have yesterday, Fitz, that you'd turn up your nose at a
willing, healthy beast |ike Sooty? She's with foal by that nasty bay stallion of
Lord Tenperance, so see you treat her gently. Cob's had her training until now,
he'd hoped to make a chase horse out of her. But | decided she'd suit you
better. He's a bit put out over it, but I've prom sed himhe can start over with
the foal ."

Burrich had adapted an old saddle for me, vowi ng that regardl ess of what the
King m ght say, |1'd have to show nyself a horseman before he'd |l et a new one be
made for nme. Sooty stepped out snoothly and answered the reins and ny knees
pronmptly. Cob had done wonderfully with her. Her tenperament and nind rem nded
me of a quiet pond. If she had thoughts, they were not about what we were doing,
and Burrich was watching ne too closely for me to risk trying to know her m nd.
So | rode her blind, talking to her only through ny knees and the reins and the
shifting of nmy weight. The physical effort of it exhausted ne | ong before ny
first I esson was over, and Burrich knew it. But that did not nean he excused ne
fromcl eaning and feeding her, and then cleaning ny saddl e and tack. Every
tangl e was out of her mane, and the old | eather shone with oil before |I was
allowed to go to the kitchens and eat, myself.
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But as | darted away to the kitchen's back door, Burrich's hand fell on ny
shoul der.

"No nore of that for you," he told ne firmy. "That's fine for nen-at-arns
and gardeners and such. But there's a hall where the high folk, and their
speci al servants, eat. And that is where you eat now "

And so saying, he propelled me into a dimroom dom nated by a | ong table,
with another, higher table at the head of it. There were all manner of foods set
out upon it, and fol k busy at various stages of their nmeals. For when the King
and Queen and Princes were absent fromthe high table, as was the case today, no
one stood upon formalities.

Burrich nudged ne to a place on the left side of the table, above the
m dpoi nt but not by nuch. He hinself ate on the sane side, but lower. | was
hungry, and no one was staring hard enough to unnerve nme, so | nade short work
of a largish nmeal. Food pilfered directly fromthe kitchen had been hotter and
fresher. But such matters do not count for much to a growing boy, and | ate well
after ny enpty norning.

My stomach full, | was thinking of a certain sandy enbankment, warmed by the
afternoon sun and replete with rabbit holes, where the hound pups and | often
spent sleepy afternoons. | started to rise fromthe table, but inmediately there
was a boy behind ne, saying, "Master?"

I | ooked around to see who he was speaking to, but everyone el se was busy at
trenchers. He was taller than | was, and ol der by several summers, so | stared
up at himin amazenent when he | ooked ne in the eye and repeated, "Mster? Have
you finished eating?"

| bobbed nmy head in a nod, too surprised to speak.

"Then you're to come with ne. Hod's sent ne. You're expected for weapons
practice on the court this afternoon. If Burrich is finished with you, that is."

Burrich suddenly appeared by ny side and astoni shed ne by goi ng down on. one
knee beside ne. He tugged my jerkin straight and snoothed ny hair back as he
spoke.

"As finished as |'mlikely to be for a while. Well, don't |ook so startled,
Fitz. Did you think the King was not a man of his word? W pe your nouth and be
on your way. Hod is a sterner nmaster than | am tardiness will not be tolerated
on the weapons court. Hurry along with Brant, now "

| obeyed himwith a sinking heart. As | followed the boy fromthe hall |
tried to imagine a nmaster stricter than Burrich. It was a frightening idea

Once outside the hall, the boy quickly dropped his fine manners. "What's your
nane?" he denmanded as he | ed nme down the gravel ed pathway to the arnory and the
practice courts that fronted it.

I shrugged and gl anced aside, pretending a sudden interest in the shrubbery
that bordered the path.

Brant snorted knowingly. "Well, they got to call you sonething. Wat's old
gane-leg Burrich call you?"

The boy's obvious disdain for Burrich so surprised nme that | blurted out,
"Fitz. He calls nme Fitz."

"Fitz?" He snickered. "Yeah, he would. Direct spoken is the old ginper."

"A boar savaged his leg," | explained. This boy spoke as if Burrich's linp
were sonething foolish he did for show For some reason, | felt stung by his
nockery.

"I know that!" He snorted disdainfully. "R pped himright down to the bone.
Big old tusker, was going to take Chiv down, until Burrich got in the way. Cot
Burrich instead, and half a dozen of the hounds, is what | hear." W went
through an opening in an ivy-covered wall, and the exercise courts suddenly
spread out before us. "Chiv had gone in thinking he just had to finish the pig,
when up it junped and cane after him Snapped the Prince's lance turning on him
too, is what | hear."

I'"d been following at the boy's heels, hanging on his words, when he suddenly
rounded on ne. | was so startled | all but fell, scranbling backward. The ol der
boy | aughed at ne. "Guess it nust have been Burrich's year for taking on
Chivalry's fortunes, hey? That's what | hear the men saying. That Burrich took
Chivalry's death and changed it into a lame leg for hinself, and that he took on
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Chiv's bastard, and nade a pet of him Wuat 1'd like to know is, how cone you're
to have arnms training all of a sudden? Yes, and a horse, too, fromwhat | hear?"

There was sonething nore than jealousy in his tone. | have since cone to know
that many nmen al ways see another's good fortune as a slight to thensel ves.
felt his rising hostility as if 1'd entered a dog's territory unannounced. But a
dog | could have touched ninds with and reassured of ny intentions. Wth Brant
there was only the hostility, like a stormrising. | wondered if he was going to
hit me, and if he expected ne to fight back or retreat. | had nearly decided to
run when a portly figure dressed all in gray appeared behind Brant and took a
firmgrip on the back of his neck

"I hear the King said he was to have training, yes, and a horse to learn
hor semanship on. And that is enough for me, and it should be nore than enough
for you, Brant. And fromwhat | hear, you were told to fetch himhere, and then
to report to Master Tullunme, who has errands for you. Isn't that what you
hear d?"

"Yes, ma'am" Brant's pugnaci ousness was suddenly transforned i nto bobbing
agr eenent .

"And while you're “hearing' all this vital gossip, | mght point out to you
that no wise man tells all he knows. And that he who carries tales has little
el se in his head. Do you understand nme, Brant?"

"I think so, ma'am"

"You think so? Then | shall be plainer. Stop being a nosy little gossip and
attend to your chores. Be diligent and willing, and perhaps folk will start

gossi ping that you are nmy 'pet.' | could see that you are kept too busy for
gossi p. "

"Yes, ma'am"”

"You, boy." Brant was already hurrying up the path as she rounded on ne.

"Fol | ow ne. "

The old woman didn't wait to see if | obeyed or not. She sinply set out at a
busi nessli ke wal k across the open practice fields that had ne trotting to keep
up. The packed earth of the field was baked hard and the sun beat down on ny

shoul ders. Al npost instantly, | was sweating. But the worman appeared to find no
di sconfort in her rapid pace.

She was dressed all in gray: a long dark gray overtunic, lighter gray
| eggi ngs, and over all a gray apron of |eather that cane nearly to her knees. A
gardener of sone sort, | surm sed, though | wondered at the soft gray boots she
wor e.

"I've been sent for lessons ... with Hod," | managed to pant out.

She nodded curtly. W reached the shade of the arnory and ny eyes wi dened
gratefully after the glare of the open courts.

"I'mto be taught arns and weaponry,"” | told her, just in case she had
m st aken ny original words.

She nodded again and pushed open a door in the banlike structure that was the
outer arnmory. Here, | knew, the practice weapons were kept. The good iron and
steel were up in the keep itself. Wthin the arnory was a gentle halflight, and
a slight coolness, along with a snell of wood and sweat and fresh strewn reeds.
She did not hesitate, and | followed her to a rack that supported a supply of
peel ed pol es.

"Choose one," she told ne, the first words she'd spoken since directing nme to
foll ow her.

"Hadn't | better wait for Hod?" | asked timdly.

"I am Hod," she replied inpatiently. "Now pick yourself a stave, boy. | want
a bit of tine alone with you, before the others cone. To see what you're made of
and what you know. "

It did not take her long to establish that | knew next to nothing and was
easily daunted. After but a few knocks and parries with her own brown rod, she
easily caught mne a clip that sent it spinning fromny stung hands.

"Hm " she said, not harshly nor kindly. The same sort of noise a gardener
m ght make over a seed potato that had a bit of blight on it. | quested out
toward her and found the same sort of quietness |I'd encountered in the nare. She
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had none of Burrich's guardedness toward nme. | think it was the first tine |
realized that some people, like sonme animals, were totally unaware of ny
reaching out toward them | might have quested farther into her mnd, except
that | was so relieved at not finding any hostility that | feared to stir any.
So | stood small and still before her inspection

"Boy, what are you called?" she demanded suddenly.

Again. "Fitz."

She frowned at ny soft words. | drew nyself up straighter and spoke | ouder
"Fitz is what Burrich calls nme."

She flinched slightly. "He would. Calls a bitch a bitch, and a bastard a
bastard, does Burrich. Well ... | suppose | see his reasons. Fitz you are, and
Fitz you'll be called by me as well. Now. | shall show you why the pole you
sel ected was too long for you, and too thick. And then you shall select
anot her."

And she did, and | did, and ' she took nme slowy through an exercise that
seenmed infinitely conplex then, but by the end of the, week was no nore
difficult than braiding nmy horse's mane. W finished just as the rest of her
students cane trooping in. There were four of them all within a year or two of
my age, but all nore experienced than I. It nmade for an awkwardness, as there
were now an odd number of students, and no one particularly wanted the new one
as a sparring partner

Sonehow | survived the day, though the nmenory of how fades into a bl essedly
vague haze. | renmenber how sore | was when she finally disnissed us; how the
others raced up the path and back to the keep while | trailed disnally behind
them berating nyself for ever coming to the King's attention. It was a | ong
climb to the keep, and the hall was crowded and noisy. | was too weary to eat
much. Stew and bread, | think, were all | had, and | had left the table and was
l'inmping toward the door, thinking only of the warnth and qui et of the stables,
when Brant agai n accosted ne.

"Your chanber is ready," was all he said.

I shot a desperate | ook at Burrich, but he was engaged in conversation wth
the man next to him He didn't notice nmy plea at all. So once nore | found
myself following Brant, this tine up a wide flight of stone steps, into a part
of the keep | had never expl ored.

We paused on a |l anding and he took up a candel abra froma table there and
kindled its tapers. "Royal fanmily lives down this wing," he casually inforned
me. "The King has a bedroombig as the stable at the end of this hallway."
nodded, blindly believing all he told ne, though | later found that an errand
boy such as Brant woul d never have penetrated the royal wi ng. That would be for
nmore inportant | ackeys. Up another flight he took ne and agai n paused. "Visitors
get roons here," he said, gesturing with the light, so that the wind of his

motion set the flames to streaming. "lnportant ones, that is."
And up another flight we went, the steps perceptibly narrowing fromthe first
two. At the next |anding we paused again, and | | ooked with dread up an even

narrower and steeper flight of steps. But Brant did not take ne that way.
I nstead we went down this new wing, three doors down, and then he slid a latch
on a plank door and shoul dered it open. It swng heavily and not snoothly. "Room
hasn't been used in a while," he observed cheerily. "But nowit's yours and
you're welconme to it." And with that he set the candel abra down on a chest,
pl ucked one candle fromit, and left. He pulled the heavy door closed behind him
as he went, leaving nme in the senidarkness of a large and unfam liar room
Somehow | refrained fromrunning after himor opening the door. |nstead,
took up the candel abra and Iit the wall sconces. Two other sets of candles set
the shadows writhing back into the corners. There was a fireplace with a pitifu
effort at a fireinit. | poked it up a bit, nore for light than for heat, and
set to exploring nmy new quarters
It was a sinple square roomwi th a single window Stone walls, of the sane
stone as that under ny feet, were softened only by a tapestry hung on one wall

I held ny candle high to study it, but could not illuninate nuch. | could make
out a gl eaming and wi nged creature of sone sort, and a kingly personage in
supplication before it. | was later informed it was King Wsdom bei ng befriended
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by the Elderling. At the tinme it seemed nenacing to nme. | turned aside fromit.
Soneone had nmade a perfunctory effort at freshening the room There was a
scattering of clean reeds and herbs on the floor, and the feather bed had a fat,
freshly shaken look to it. The two blankets on it were good wool. The bed
curtains had been pulled back and the chest and bench that were the other
furni shings had been dusted. To ny inexperienced eyes, it was a rich room
i ndeed. A real bed, with coverings and hangi ngs about it, and a bench with a
cushion to it, and a chest to put things in were nore furniture than | could
recall having to nyself before. That they were for ny exclusive use nade them
| arger sonehow. There was also the fireplace, that | bol dly added anot her piece
of wood to, and the window, with an oak seat before it, shuttered now agai nst
the night air, but probably |ooking out over the sea.
The chest was a sinple one, cornered with brass fittings. The outside of it
was dark, but when | opened it, the interior was |light-colored and fragrant.

Inside the chest -1 found ny Iimted wardrobe, brought up fromthe stables. Two
ni ghtshirts had been added to it, and a wool en bl anket was rolled up in the
corner of the chest. That was all. | took out a nightshirt and cl osed the chest.

| set the nightshirt down on the bed and then clanbered up nyself. It was
early to be thinking of sleep, but ny body ached and there seenmed not hing el se
for me to do. Down in the stable room by now Burrich would be sitting and
drinking and nendi ng harness or whatever. There would be a fire in the hearth,
and the muffled sounds of horses as they shifted in their stalls below The room
woul d snell of leather and oil and Burrich hinself, not dank stone and dust. |
pul l ed the nightshirt over ny head and nudged ny clothes to the foot of the bed.
I nestled into the feather bed; it was cool and ny skin stood up in goose bunps.
Slowy ny body heat warned it and | began to relax. It had been a full and
strenuous day. Every mnuscle | possessed seened to be both aching and tired. |
knew | should rise once nore, to put the candles out, but | could not sumon the
energy. Nor the willpower to blow themout and |l et a deeper darkness flood the
chanber. So | drowsed, halflidded eyes watching the struggling flanes of the
smal |l hearth fire. | idly wished for sonmething else, for any situation that was
neither this forsaken chanber nor the tenseness of Burrich's room For a
restful ness that perhaps | had once known somewhere el se but could no | onger
recall. And so | drowsed into oblivion

CHAPTER FOUR
Apprenticeship

A STORY IS TOLD CF King Victor, he who conquered the inland territories that
becane eventually the Duchy of Farrow. Very shortly after adding the |ands of
Sandsedge to his rulings, he sent for the woman who woul d, had Vi ctor not
conquered her | and, have been the Queen of Sandsedge. She travel ed to Buckkeep
in much trepidation, fearing to go, but fearing nore the consequences to her
people if she appealed to themto hide her. Wen she arrived, she was both
amazed and sonmewhat chagrined that Victor intended to use her not as a servant
but as a tutor to his children, that they might |earn both the | anguage and
customs of her fol k. When she asked hi m why he chose to have them |l earn of her
folk's ways, he replied, "A ruler nmust be of all his people, for one can only
rule what one knows." Later she became the willing wife of his eldest son and
took the nanme Queen Graciousness at her coronation

I awoke to sunlight in ny face. Soneone had entered ny chanber and opened the
wi ndow shutters to the day. A basin, cloth, and jug of water had been left on
top of the chest. | was grateful for them but not even washing ny face
refreshed ne. Sleep had left me sodden and | recall feeling uneasy that someone
could enter ny chanmber and nove freely about without awakening me.

As | had guessed, the w ndow | ooked out over the sea, but | didn't have nuch
time to devote to the view. A glance at the sun told ne that | had overslept. |
flung on my cl othes and hastened down to the stables wi thout pausing for
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br eakf ast .

But Burrich had little time for me that norning. "Get back up to the keep,"
he advi sed nme. "M stress Hasty already sent Brant down here to | ook for you
She's to nmeasure you for clothing. Best go find her quickly; she lives up to her
nane, and won't appreciate your upsetting her norning routine."

My trot back up to the keep reawakened all mnmy aches of the day before. Mich
as | dreaded seeking out this Mstress Hasty and bei ng nmeasured for clothing

was certain | didn't need, | was relieved not to be on horseback again this
nor ni ng.

After querying nmy way up fromthe kitchens, | finally found Mstress Hasty in
a room several doors down from ny bedchanber. | paused shyly in the door and
peered in. Three tall wi ndows were flooding the roomwth sunlight and a mld
salt breeze. Baskets of yam and dyed wool were stacked against one wall, while a

tall shelf on another wall held a rai nbow of cloth goods. Two young wonmen were
tal king over a loom and in the far corner a | ad not nuch ol der than | was
rocking to the gentle pace of a spinning wheel. | had no doubt that the wonman
with her broad back to me was M stress Hasty.

The two young wonen noticed nme and paused in their conversation. Mstress
Hasty turned to see where they stared, and a nmonent later | was in her clutches.
She didn't bother with names or expl ai ning what she was about. | found nyself up
on a stool, being turned and nmeasured and hummed over, with no regard for ny
dignity or indeed ny humanity. She di sparaged nmy clothes to the young wonen,
remarked very calmy that | quite reninded her of young Chivalry, and that ny
measur enents and col oring were nuch the sane as his had been when he was ny age
She then dermanded their opinions as she held up bolts of different goods agai nst
ne.

"That one," said one of the | oomwonen. "That blue quite flatters his
darkness. It would have | ooked well on his father. Quite a nmercy that Patience
never has to see the boy. Chivalry's stanp is nuch too plain on his face to
| eave her any pride at all."

And as | stood there, draped in wool goods, | heard for the first tine what
every ot her person in Buckkeep knew full well. The weavi ng wormen di scussed in
detail how the word of my existence had reached Buckkeep and Patience |ong
before ny father could tell her hinself, and of the deep anguish it caused her
For Patience was barren, and though Chivalry had never spoken a word agai nst
her, all guessed how difficult it nust be for an heir such as he to have no
child to eventually assunme his title. Patience took nmy existence as the ultimte
rebuke, and her health, never sound after so many niscarriages, conpletely broke
along with her spirit. It was for her sake as well as for propriety that
Chivalry had given up his throne and taken his invalid wi fe back to the warm and
gentle | ands that were her hone province. Wrd was that they |lived well and
confortably there, that Patience's health was slowy nending, and that Chivalry,
substantially quieter a man than he had been before, was gradually | earning
stewardship of his vineyard-rich valley. A pity that Patience blanmed Burrich as
well for Chivalry's lapse in norals, and had decl ared she could no | onger abide
the sight of the man. For between the injury to his leg and Chivalry's
abandonment of him old Burrich just wasn't the man he had been. Was a tinme when
no woman of the keep wal ked quickly past him to catch his eye was to make
yoursel f the envy of nearly anyone old enough to wear skirts. And now? O d
Burrich, they called him and himstill in his prime. And so unfair, as if any
manservant had any say over what his nmaster did. But it was all to the good
anyway, they supposed. And didn't Verity, after all, nake a rmuch better
ki ng-in-waiting than had Chivalry? So rigorously noble was Chivalry that he nmade
all others feel slatternly and stingy in his presence; he'd never allowed
hinmsel f a nonent's respite fromwhat was right, and while he was too chivalrous
to sneer at those who did, one always had the feeling that his perfect behavior
was a silent reproach to those with |ess self-discipline. Ah, but then here was
the bastard, now, though, after all those years, and well, here was the proof
that he hadn't been the nan he'd pretended to be. Verity, now there was a man
among nen, a king folk could | ook to and see as royalty. He rode hard, and
sol di ered al ongside his nmen, and if he was occasionally drunk or had at tines
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been | ess than discreet, well, he owned up to it, honest as his nanme. Folk could
understand a man |ike that, and follow him

To all this | listened avidly, if nmutely, while several fabrics were held
agai nst nme, debated, and selected. | gained a nuch deeper understandi ng of why

the keep children left me to play alone. If the wonen considered that | m ght
have thoughts or feelings about their conversation, they showed no sign of it.
The only remark | remenber M stress Hasty making to ne specifically was that |
shoul d take greater care in washing nmy neck. Then M stress Hasty shooed ne from
the roomas if | were an annoying chicken, and |I found nyself finally heading to
the kitchens for sone food.

That afternoon | was back with Hod, practicing until | was sure ny stave had
mysteriously doubled its weight. Then food, and bed, and up again in the norning
and back to Burrich's tutelage. My learning filled ny days, and any spare tine |
found was swal l owed up with the chores associated with ny |earning, whether it
was tack care for Burrich, or sweeping the- arnory and putting it back in order
for Hod. In due time | found not one, or even two, but three entire sets of
clothing, including stockings, set out one afternoon on ny bed. Two were of
fairly ordinary stuff, in a famliar brown that nost of the children ny age
seenmed to wear, but one was of thin blue cloth, and on the breast was a buck's
head, done in silver thread. Burrich and the other nen-at-arns wore a | eapi ng
buck as their enblem | had only seen the buck's head on the jerkins of Rega
and Verity. So | |ooked at it and wondered, but wondered, too, at the slash of
red stitching that cut it diagonally, marching right over the design

"It neans you're a bastard,"” Burrich told me bluntly when |I asked hi m about

it. "OF acknow edged royal blood, but a bastard all the same. That's all. It's
just a quick way of showi ng you've royal blood, but aren't of the true line. If
you don't like it, you can change it. | amsure the King would grant it. A nane
and a crest of your own."

"A name?"

"Certainly. It's a sinple enough request. Bastards are rare in the noble
houses, especially so in the King's own. But they aren't unheard-of." Under
gui se of teaching ne the proper care of a saddle, we were going through the tack
room | ooking over all the old and unused tack. Mintaining and sal vaging old
tack was one of Burrich's odder fixations. "Devise a nanme and a crest for
yoursel f, and then ask the King-"

"What nanme?"

"Way, any nane you like. This looks like it's ruined; soneone put it away

danmp and it mldewed. But we'll see what we can do with it."
"I't wouldn't feel real."
"What ?" He held an arm oad of snelly leather out toward ne. | took it.
"Anane | just put to nyself. It wouldn't feel like it was really mne."
"Well, what do you intend to do, then?"
I took a breath. "The King should nane ne. O you should." | steeled nyself.

"Or ny father. Don't you think?"

Burrich frowned. "You get the nost peculiar notions. Just think about it
yourself for a while. You'll conme up with a nane that fits."

"Fitz," | said sarcastically, and | saw Burrich clanp his jaw.

"Let's just nend this |eather," he suggested quietly.

We carried it to his workbench and started wiping it down. "Bastards aren't
that rare," | observed. "And in town, their parents nane them?"

"In town, bastards aren't so rare," Burrich agreed after a nonent. "Soldiers
and sailors whore around. It's a common way for comon fol k. But not for
royalty. Or for anyone with a bit of pride. Wat would you have thought of ne,
when you were younger, if I'd gone out whoring at night, or brought wonmen up to
the roon? How woul d you see wonmen now? Or nen? It's fine to fall in love, Fitz,
and no one begrudges a young wonman or nman a kiss or two. But |'ve seen what it's
|ike down to Bingtown. Traders bring pretty girls or well-made youths to the
mar ket |i ke so nany chickens or so many potatoes. And the children they end up
bearing may have nanes, but they don't have nuch el se. And even when they narry,
they don't stop their ... habits. If ever |I find the right woman, 1'l|l want her
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to know I won't be |ooking at another. And |I'lIl want to know all ny children are
mne." Burrich was al nost inpassi oned.

I looked at himm serably. "So what happened with my father?"

He suddenly | ooked weary. "I don't know, boy. | don't know. He was young,
just twenty or so. And far fromhone, and trying to shoul der a heavy burden
Those are neither reasons nor excuses. But it's as much as either of us wll
ever know. "

And that was that.

My Iife went 'round in its settled routine. There were evenings that | spent
in the stables, in Burrich's conpany, and nore rarely, evenings that | spent in
the Great Hall when some traveling mnstrel or puppet show arrived. Once in a
great while | could slip out for an evening down in town, but that meant paying
the next day for missed sleep. Afternoons were inevitably spent with sone tutor

or instructor. | cane to understand that these were nmy summer |essons, and that

inwinter | would be introduced to the kind of |earning that came with pens and

letters. | was kept busier than | had ever been in ny young life. But despite ny
schedul e, | found nyself nostly al one.

Lonel i ness.

It found me every night as | vainly tried to find a small and cozy spot in ny
big bed. Wien |I had sl ept above the stables in Burrich's roonms, my nights had
been muzzy, ny dreans heathery with the warm and weary contentnent of the
wel | -used aninmals that slept and shifted and thudded in the night bel ow ne.
Horses and dogs dream as anyone who has ever watched a hound yi ppi ng and
twitching in dreampursuit well knows. Their dreans had been |ike the sweet
rising waft froma baking of good bread. But now, isolated in a roomwalled with
stone, | finally had tinme for all those devouring, aching dreans that are the
portion of humans. | had no warm damto cozy agai nst, no sense of siblings or
kin stabl ed nearby. Instead | would Iie awake and wonder about ny father and ny
nmot her, and how both coul d have dism ssed ne fromtheir lives so easily. | heard
the talk that others exchanged so carel essly over ny head, and interpreted their
comments in nmy own terrifying way. | wondered what woul d becone of nme when | was
grown and old King Shrewd dead and gone: | wondered, occasionally, if Mlly
Nosebl eed and Kerry missed nme, or if they accepted ny sudden di sappearance as
easily as they had accepted my comng. But nostly | ached with |oneliness, for
in all that great keep, there were none | sensed as friend. None save the
beasts, and Burrich had forbidden ne to have any cl oseness with them

One evening | had gone wearily to bed, only to tornment nyself with ny fears
until sleep grudgingly pulled me under. Light in nmy face awoke ne, but | cane
awake knowi ng sonet hing was wong. | hadn't slept |ong enough, and this |ight
was yell ow and wavering, unlike the whiteness of the sunlight that usually
spilled in ny window | stirred unwillingly and opened ny eyes.

He stood at the foot of my bed, holding aloft a lanp. This in itself was a
rarity at Buckkeep, but nore than the buttery light fromthe lanp held ny eyes.
The nman hinsel f was strange. His robe was the color of undyed sheep's wool that
had been washed, but only intermttently and not recently. Hs hair and beard
were about the same color and their untidi ness gave the sane inpression. Despite
the color of his hair, | could not decide how old he was. There are sone poxes
that will scar a man's face with their passage. But | had never seen a nan
mar ked as he was, with scores of tiny pox scars, angry pinks and reds |like small
burns, and livid even in the lanp's yellow light. H s hands were all bones and
tendons wapped in papery white skin. He was peering at nme, and even in the
| anplight, his eyes were the nost piercing green | had ever seen. They reni nded
me of a cat's eyes when it is hunting sonething; the same conbination of joy and
fierceness. | pulled ny quilt up higher under ny chin.

"You' re awake," he said. "Good. Get up and follow ne."

He turned abruptly frommy bedsi de and wal ked away fromthe door, to a
shadowed corner of ny room between the hearth and the wall. | didn't nove. He
gl anced back at nme, held the lanp higher. "Hurry up, boy," he said irritably,
and rapped the stick he | eaned on agai nst ny bedpost.

I got out of bed, wincing as ny bare feet hit the cold floor. |I reached for
my clothes and shoes, but he wasn't waiting for me. He gl anced back once to see
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what was del aying nme, and the piercing | ook was enough to nake ne drop ny
cl ot hes and quake.

And | followed, wordlessly, in nmy nightshirt, for no reason | could explain
to nyself. Except that he had suggested it. | followed himto a door that had
never been there, and up a narrow flight of winding steps that were lit only by
the I anp he held above his head. H s shadow fell behind himand over ne, so that
I wal ked in a shifting darkness, feeling each step with ny feet. The stairs were
col d stone, worn and snooth and remarkably even. And they went up, and up, and
up, until it seened to ne that we had clinbed past the height of any tower the
keep possessed. A chill breeze flowed up those steps, and up ny nightshirt,
shriveling ne with nore than nere cold. And we went up, and then finally he was
pushi ng open a substantial door that nonethel ess noved silently and easily. W
entered a chanber.

It was lit warmy by several |anps, suspended from an unseen ceiling on fine
chains. The chanber was large, easily three tinmes the size of ny own. One end of
it beckoned ne. It was dom nated by a nassive wooden bed frame fat with feather
beds and cushi ons. There were carpets on the floor, overlappi ng one another with
their scarlets and verdant greens and bl ues both deep and pale. There was a
tabl e nade of wood the color of wild honey, and on it sat a bow of fruit so
perfectly ripe that | could snell their fragrances. Parchment books and scrolls
were scattered about carelessly, as if their rarity were of no concern. All
three walls were draped with tapestries that depicted open rolling country with
wooded foothills in the distance. | started toward it.

"This way," said ny guide, and relentlessly led ne to the other end of the
chamber.

Here was a different spectacle. A stone slab of a table domnated it, its
surface much stained and scorched. Upon it were various tools, containers and
i npl ements, a scale, a nortar and pestle, and many things | couldn't nanme. A
fine layer of dust overlaid rmuch of it, as if projects had been abandoned in
m dcourse, nonths or even years ago. Beyond the table was a rack that held an
untidy collection of scrolls, sone edged in blue or gilt. The scent of the room
was at once pungent and aromatic; bundl es of herbs were drying on another rack
I heard a rustling and caught a glinpse of novenent in a far corner, but the man
gave ne no tinme to investigate. The fireplace that should have warned this end
of the room gaped bl ack and cold. The old enbers in it |ooked danp and settl ed.
I lifted nmy eyes fromny perusal to | ook at ny guide. The dismay on ny face
seened to surprise him He turned fromne and slowy surveyed the room hinsel f.
He considered it a bit, and then | sensed an enbarrassed disgruntlenment from
hi m

"It is a ness. More than a ness, | suppose. But, well. It's been a while, |
suppose. And longer than a while. Wll. It's soon put to rights. But first,
introductions are in order. And | suppose it is a bit nippy to be standi ng about
in just a nightshirt. This way, boy."

| followed himto the confortable end of the room He seated hinself in a
battered wooden chair that was overdraped with bl ankets. My bare toes dug
gratefully into the nap of a woolen rug. | stood before him waiting, as those
green eyes prowl ed over ne. For sonme minutes the silence held. Then he spoke.

"First, let me introduce you to yourself. Your pedigree is witten all over
you. Shrewd chose to acknowl edge it, for all his denials wouldn't have sufficed
to convince anyone otherw se." He paused for an instant and smled as if
sonet hing anused him "A shame Gal en refuses to teach you the Skill. But years
ago it was restricted, for fear it would becone too common a tool. I'll wager if
old Galen were to try to teach you, he'd find you apt. But we have no tinme to
worry about what won't happen.” He sighed neditatively and was silent for a
monent. Abruptly he went on, "Burrich's shown you both how to work, and how to
obey. Two things that Burrich hinself excels at. You're not especially strong,
or fast, or bright. Don't think you are. But you'll have the stubbornness to
wear down anyone stronger, or faster, or brighter than yourself. And that's nore
of a danger to you than to anyone else. But that is not what is now nost
i mportant about you.
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"You are the King's man now. And you nust begin to understand, now, right
now, that that is the nost inportant thing about you. He feeds you, he clothes
you, he sees you are educated. And all he asks in return, for now, is your
|l oyalty. Later he will ask your service. Those are the conditions under which |
will teach you. That you are the King's nan, and loyal to himconpletely. For if
you are otherwise, it would be too dangerous to educate you in ny art." He
paused and for a long nmonent we sinply | ooked at one another. "Do you agree?" he
asked, and it was not a sinple question but the sealing of a bargain.

"I do," | said, and then, as he waited: "I give you nmy word."

"Good." He spoke the word heartily. "Now. On to other things. Have you ever
seen me before?"

"No." | realized for an instant how strange that was. For, though there were
often strangers in the keep, this man had obviously been a resident for a | ong,
long tine. And alnost all those who lived there, | knew by sight if not nane.

"Do you know who | am boy? O why you're here?"

I shook ny head a quick negative to each question. "Well, no one el se does
either. So you mind it stays that way. Make yourself clear on that-you speak to
no one of what we do here, nor of anything you | earn. Understand that?"

My nod nmust have satisfied him for he seemed to relax in the chair. H's bony
hands gripped the knobs of his knees through his wool en robe. "CGood. Good. Now.
You can call me Chade. And | shall call you?" He paused and waited, but when
did not offer a nane, he filled in, "Boy. That's not nanes for either of us, but
they'll do, for the time we'll have together. So. |I'm Chade, and |I'myet another
teacher that Shrewd has found for you. It took hima while to renmenber | was
here, and then it took hima space to nerve hinself to ask me. And it took ne
even |longer to agree to teach you. But all that's done now As to what |I'mto
teach you ... well."

He rose and noved to the fire. He cocked his head as he stared into it, then
stooped to take a poker and stir the enbers to fresh flanes. "It's nurder, nore
or less. Killing people. The fine art of diplomatic assassination. O blinding,
or deafening. O a weakening of the linbs, or a paralysis or a debilitating
cough or inpotency. Or early senility, or insanity or ... but it doesn't matter.
It's all been ny trade. And it will be yours, if you agree. Just know, fromthe
beginning, that 1'mgoing to be teaching you howto kill people. For your King.
Not in the show way Hod is teaching you, not on the battlefield where others
see and cheer you on. No. |'Il be teaching you the nasty, furtive, polite ways
to kill people. You'll either develop a taste for it, or not. That isn't
sonething I"'min charge of. But |I'Il nake sure you know how. And I'Ill nake sure
of one other thing, for that was the stipulation | nade with King Shrewd. That
you know what you are |l earning, as | never did when | was your age. So. |I'mto
teach you to be an assassin. Is that all right with you, boy?"

| nodded again, uncertain, but not knowi ng what else to do.

He peered at ne. "You can speak, can't you? You're not a nute as well as a
bastard, are you?"

I swallowed. "No, sir. |I can speak."

"Well, then, do speak. Don't just nod. Tell me what you think of all this. O
who | am and what | just proposed that we do."

Invited to speak, | yet stood dumb. | stared at the poxed face, the papery
skin of his hands, and felt the gleamof his green eyes on ne. | noved ny tongue
i nside ny mouth, but found only silence. H s manner invited words, but his
vi sage was still nore terrifying than anything | had ever inmagined.

"Boy," he said, and the gentleness in his voice startled ne into neeting his
eyes. "l can teach you even if you hate ne, or if you despise the |lessons. | can

teach you if you are bored, or lazy or stupid. But | can't teach you if you're
afraid to speak to ne. At least, not the way | want to teach you. And | can't
teach you if you decide this is sonething you' d rather not |learn. But you have
to tell ne. You' ve learned to guard your thoughts so well, you're alnost afraid
to let yourself know what they are. But try speaking them al oud, now, to nme. You
won't be punished."

"I don't much like it," | suddenly blurted. "The idea of killing people."

"Ah." He paused. "Neither did I, when it cane down to it. Nor do I, still."
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He sighed suddenly, deeply. "As each tine cones, you'll decide. The first tine
will be hardest. But know, for now, that that decision is nany years away. And
in the neantime, you have nmuch to learn." He hesitated. "' There is this, boy.
And you should renmenber it in every situation, not just this one. Learning is
never wong. Even learning howto kill isn't wong. O right. It's just a thing
to learn, a thing | can teach you. That's all. For now, do you think you could
|l earn howto do it, and later decide if you want to do it?"

Such a question to put to a boy. Even then, sonething in ne raised its
hackl es and sniffed at the idea, but boy that | was, | could find no objection
to raise. And curiosity was nibbling at ne.

"I can learn it."

"CGood." He snmiled, but there was a tiredness to his face and he didn't seem
as pleased as he night have. "That's well enough, then. Wl I enough." He | ooked
around the room "W may as well begin tonight. Let's start by tidying up.
There's a broom over there. Oh, but first, change out of your nightshirt into
sonmething ... ah, there's a ragged old robe over there. That'll do for now.
Can't have the washer fol k wondering why your nightshirts snell of canmphor and
pain's ease, can we? Now, you sweep up the floor a bit while | put away a few
things."

And so passed the next few hours. | swept, then nopped the stone floor. He
directed ne as | cleared the paraphernalia fromthe great table. | turned the
herbs on their drying rack. | fed the three |izards he had caged in the corner,

chopping up sone sticky old nmeat into chunks that they gul ped whole. | wi ped

cl ean a nunber of pots and bow s and stored them And he worked al ongsi de ne,
seem ng grateful for the conpany, and chatted to me as if we were both old nen.
O both young boys.

"No letters as yet? No ciphering. Bagrash! Wat's the old man thinking? Wll,
I shall see that renmedied swiftly. You' ve your father's brow, boy, and just his
way of winkling it. Has anyone ever told you that before? Ah, there you are,
Slink, you rascal! What m schief have you been up to now?"

A brown weasel appeared from behind a tapestry, and we were introduced to one
another. Chade let ne feed Slink quail eggs froma bow on the table, and
| aughed when the little beast foll owed nme about begging for nore. He gave ne a
copper bracelet that | found under the table, warning that it mght make ny
wist green, and cautioning that if anyone asked ne about it, | should say | had
found it behind the stabl es.

At sone time we stopped for honey cakes and hot spiced wine. W sat together
at a low table on some rugs before the fireplace, and I watched the firelight
danci ng over his scarred face and wondered why it had seened so frightening. He
noticed me watching him and his face contorted in a snmle. "Seens fanmliar,
doesn't it, boy? My face, | nean."

It didn't. | had been staring at the grotesque scars on the pasty white skin.
I had no idea what he neant. | stared at himquestioningly, trying to figure it
out .

"Don't trouble yourself about it, boy. It leaves its tracks on all of us, and
sooner or later you'll get the tunble of it. But now, well " He rose,
stretching, so that his cassock bared his skinny white calves. "Now it's nostly
later. O earlier, depending on which end of the day you fancy nost. Tine you

headed back to your bed. Now. You'll renenber that this is all a very dark
secret, won't you? Not just me and this room but the whole thing, waking up at
night and lessons in howto kill people, and all of it."

"I''ll remenber,” | told him and then, sensing that it would nean sonething

to him | added, "You have ny word."

He chuckl ed, and then nodded al nost sadly. | changed back into ny night robe,
and he saw ne down the steps. He held his glowing light by ny bed as | cl anbered
in, and then snoothed the bl ankets over me as no one had done since |I'd |eft

Burrich's chanbers. | think | was asleep before he had even departed fromny
bedsi de.

Brant was sent to wake ne the next norning, so late was | in arising. | cane
awake groggy, ny head pounding painfully. But as soon as he left, | sprang from
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my bed and raced to the corner of my room Cold stone net nmy hands as | pushed
agai nst the wall there, and no crack in nortar or stone gave any sign of the
secret door | felt sure nust be there. Never for one instant did | think Chade
had been a dream and even if | had, there remmi ned the sinple copper bracel et
on ny wist to prove he wasn't.

| dressed hurriedly and passed through the kitchens for a slab of bread and

cheese that | was still eating when | got to the stables. Burrich was out of
sorts with ny tardiness and found fault with every aspect of ny horsenmanship and
stable tasks. | renmenber well how he berated nme. "Don't think that because

you've a roomup in the castle and a crest on your jerkin that you can turn into
sonme sprawl about rogue who snores in his bed until all hours and then only

rises to fluff at his hair. 1'll not have it. Bastard you rmay be, but you're
Chivalry's bastard, and I'Il nmake you a man he'll be proud of."

| paused, the groom ng brushes still in my hands. "You nean Regal, don't
you?"

My unwont ed question startled him "Wat?"

"When you tal k about rogues who stay in bed all norning and do not hi ng except
fuss about hair and garnments, you nean how Regal is."

Burrich opened his mouth and then shut it. His wind reddened cheeks grew

redder. "Neither you nor I," he nuttered at last, "are in a position to
criticize any of the Princes. | neant only as a general rule, that sleeping the
morning away ill befits a man, and even |l ess so a boy."

"And never a prince." | said this, and then stopped, to wonder where the

t hought had come from

"And never a prince," Burrich agreed grimy. He was busy in the next stal
with a gelding's hurt |Ieg. The animal w nced suddenly, and | heard Burrich grunt
with the effort of holding him "Your father never slept past the sun's m dpoint
because he'd been drinking the night before. O course, he had a head for w ne
like I've never seen since, but there was discipline to it, too. Nor did he have
sonme man standing by to rouse him He got hinself out of bed, and then expected
those in his cormand to follow his exanple. It didn't always nmake hi m popul ar,
but his soldiers respected him Men like that in a | eader, that he demands of
hi nsel f the sanme thing he expects of them And I'll tell you another thing. Your
father didn't waste coin on decking hinself out |ike a peacock. Wen he was a
younger nman, before he was wed to Lady Patience, he was at dinner one eveni ng,
at one of the | esser keeps. They'd seated nme not too far below him a great
honor to nme, and | overheard sone of his conversation with the daughter they'd
seated so hopefully next to the King-in-Waiting. She'd asked hi mwhat he thought
of the eneral ds she wore, and he had conplinented her on them °| had wonder ed,
sir, if you enjoyed jewels, for you wear none of themyourself tonight,' she
said flirtatiously. And he replied, quite seriously, that his jewels shone as

brilliantly as hers, and nuch larger. ~Oh, and where do you keep such gens, for
I should dearly love to see them' Well, he replied, he'd be happy to show t hem
to her later that evening, when it was darker. | saw her blush, expecting a

tryst of sonme kind. And later he did invite her out onto the battlenments with
him but he took with them half the dinner guests as well. And he pointed out
the lights of the coast watchtowers, shining clearly in the dark, and told her
that he considered those his best and dearest jewels, and that he spent the coin
fromher father's taxes to keep them shining so. And then he pointed out to the
guests the winking lights of that lord's own watchrmen in the fortifications of
his keep, and told themthat when they | ooked at their duke, they should see
those shining lights as the jewels on his brow It was quite a conplinent to the
Duke and Duchess, and the other nobles there took note of it. The CQutislanders
had very few successful raids that sumrer. That was how Chivalry rul ed. By
exanpl e, and by the grace of his words. So should any real prince do."

"I"'mnot areal prince. |'"'ma bastard." It cane oddly fromm nouth, that
word | heard so often and so sel dom sai d.

Burrich sighed softly. "Be your blood, boy, and ignore what anyone el se
t hi nks of you."

"Sonmetimes | get tired of doing the hard things."

"So do I"
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| absorbed this in silence for a while as | worked ny way down Sooty's

shoul der. Burrich, still crouched by the gelding, spoke suddenly. "I don't ask
any nore of you than | ask of nyself. You know that's true."
"I know that," | replied, surprised that he'd mentioned it further

"I just want to do ny best by you."

This was a whole new idea to nme. After a nonent | asked, "Because if you
could make Chivalry proud of me, of what you'd nade ne into, then maybe he woul d
cone back?"

The rhythm ¢ sound of Burrich's hands working Iiniment into the gelding's |eg
sl owed, then ceased abruptly. But he renmi ned crouched down by the horse and

spoke quietly through the wall of the stall. "No. | don't think that. | don't
suppose anyt hing woul d nake hi m conme back. And even if he did," and Burrich
spoke nore slowy, "even if he did, he wouldn't be who he was. Before, | nean."
"It's all nmy fault he went away, isn't it?" The words of the weavi ng wonen
echoed in ny head. But for the boy, he'd still be in line to be King.
Burrich paused long. "I don't suppose it's any nan's fault that he's born ..

He sighed, and the words seened to conme nore reluctantly. "And there's
certainly no way a babe can nmake itself not a bastard. No. Chivalry brought his

downfall on hinself, though that's a hard thing for ne to say." | heard his
hands go back to work on the gelding' s |eg.

"And your downfall, too." | said it to Sooty's shoulder, softly, never
dreanmi ng he'd hear.

But a nmonent or two later | heard himnmutter, "I do well enough for nyself,
Fitz. I do well enough.”

He finished his task and cane around into Sooty's stall. "Your tongue's
waggi ng li ke the town gossip today, Fitz. Wuat's got into you?"

It was ny turn to pause and wonder. Sonething about Chade, | deci ded.

Sonet hi ng about someone who wanted ne to understand and have a say in what | was
| earning had freed up ny tongue to finally ask all the questions |I'd been
carrying about for years. But because | couldn't very well say so, | shrugged
and truthfully replied, "They're just things |I've wondered about for a |ong
time."

Burrich grunted his acceptance of the answer. "Well. It's an inprovenent that

you ask, though I won't always prom se you an answer. It's good to hear you
speak |ike a man. Makes nme worry | ess about | osing you to the beasts.” He glared
at me over the | ast words and then gi nped away. | watched himgo, and renenbered
that first night I had seen him and how a | ook from hi m had been enough to
quell a whole roomfull of nen. He wasn't the sane man. And it wasn't just the
linp that had changed the way he carried hinself and how nen | ooked at him He
was still the acknow edged master in the stables and no one questioned his
authority there. But he was no longer the right hand of the King-in-Witing.
O her than watching over ne, he wasn't Chivalry's man at all anynore. No wonder
he couldn't | ook at ne without resentnment. He hadn't sired the bastard that had
been his downfall. For the first time since | had known him ny wariness of him
was tinged with pity.

CHAPTER FI VE
Loyalties

I'N SOVE KI NGDOVS AND | ands, it is the customthat male children will have
precedent over fenmale in matters of inheritance. Such has never been the case in
the Six Duchies. Titles are inherited solely by order of birth.

The one who inherits a title is supposed to viewit as a stewardship. If a
lord or lady were so foolish as to cut too nuch forest at once, or negl ect
vineyards or let the quality of the cattle becone too inbred, the people of the
Duchy could rise up and cone to ask the King's justice. It has happened, and
every noble is aware it can happen. The wel fare of the people belongs to the
peopl e, and they have the right to object if their duke stewards it poorly.

When the titlehol der weds, he is supposed to keep this in mnd. The partner

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (38 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

chosen must be willing likewise to be a steward. For this reason, the partner
holding a | esser title nust surrender it to the next younger sibling. One can
only be a true steward of one holding. On occasion this has led to divisions.
King Shrewd narried Lady Desire, who woul d have been Duchess of Farrow had she
not chosen to accept his offer and beconme Queen instead. It is said she cane to
regret her decision and convinced herself that had she remrai ned Duchess, her
power woul d have been greater. She married Shrewd knowi ng well she was his
second queen, and that the first had al ready borne himtwo heirs. She never
conceal ed her disdain for the two ol der Princes and often pointed out that as
she was much higher born than King Shrewd's first queen, she considered her son,
Regal, to be nore royal than his two half brothers. She attenpted to instil

this idea in others by her choice of name for her son. Unfortunately for her

pl ans, npbst saw this ploy as poor taste. Sone even nockingly referred to her as
the I nland Queen, for when intoxicated she would ruthlessly claimthat she had
the political influence to unite Farrow and Tilth into a new ki ngdom one that
woul d shrug off King Shrewd's rule at her behest. But mobst put her clains down
to her fondness for intoxicants, both alcoholic and herbal. It is true, however,
that before she finally succunbed to her addictions, she was responsible for
nurturing the rift between the Inland and Coastal Duchies.

I grewto |look forward to ny dark-tine encounters with Chade. They never had
a schedul e, nor any pattern that | could discern. A week, even two, mght go by
bet ween meetings, or he mght sumon nme every night for a week straight, |eaving
me staggering about ny daytine chores. Sonetinmes he sunmoned nme as soon as the
castle was abed; at other times, he called upon ne in the wee hours of the
morning. It was a strenuous schedule for a growi ng boy, yet | never thought of
compl aining to Chade or refusing one of his calls. Nor do | think it ever
occurred to himthat nmy night | essons presented a difficulty for me. Nocturna
hinsel f, it rmust have seemed a perfectly natural time for himto be teaching mne.

And the lessons | learned were oddly suited to the darker hours of the world.
There was trenmendous scope to his | essons. One evening mght be spent in ny
| aborious study of the illustrations in a great herbal he kept, with the

requirenent that the next day | was to collect six sanples that matched those
illustrations. He never saw fit to hint as to whether | should look in the

ki tchen garden or the darker nooks of the forest for those herbs, but find them
I did, and | earned much of observation in the process.

There were ganmes we played, too. For instance, he would tell ne that | nust
go on the norrow to Sara the cook and ask her if this year's bacon was | eaner
than last year's. And then | nust that evening report the entire conversation
back to Chade, as close to word perfect as | could, and answer a dozen questions
for himabout how she stood, and was she | eft-handed and did she seem hard of
heari ng and what she was cooking at the tinme. My shyness and reticence were
never accounted a good enough excuse for failing to execute such an assignnent,
and so | found myself neeting and com ng to know a good nmany of the |lesser folk
of the keep. Even though ny questions were inspired by Chade, every one of them
wel comed ny interest and was nore than willing to share expertise. Wthout
intending it, | began to gamer a reputation as a "sharp youngster" and a "good
lad." Years later | realized that the | esson was not just a menory exercise but
al so instruction in how to befriend the conmoner folk, and to learn their m nds.
Many's the tine since then that a smile, a conmplinent on how well my horse had
been cared for, and a quick question put to a stable boy brought me information
that all the coin in the kingdom couldn't have bribed out of him

O her games built nmy nerve as well as ny powers of observation. One day Chade
showed nme a skein of yarn and told ne that, w thout asking M stress Hasty,
must find out exactly where she kept the supply of yarn that matched it and what
her bs had been used in the dyeing of it. Three days later | was told | nust
spirit away her best shears, conceal them behind a certain rack of wines in the
wine cellar for three hours, and then return themto where they had been, all
undet ect ed by her or anyone el se. Such exercises initially appealed to a boy's
natural |ove of mischief, and | seldomfailed at them When | did, the
consequences were nmy own | ookout. Chade had warned ne that he would not shield
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me from anybody's wath and suggested that | have a worthy tale ready to explain
away bei ng where | shoul d not be or possessing that which | had no business
possessi ng.

| learned to lie very well. | do not think it was taught me accidentally.

These were the |l essons in ny assassin's priner. And nore. Sleight of hand and
the art of noving stealthily. Wiere to strike a man to render hi m unconsci ous.
Where to strike a man so that he dies without crying out. Were to stab a nman so
that he dies without too nuch blood welling out. | learned it all rapidly and
wel |, thriving under Chade's approval of nmy quick nind.

Soon he began to use nme for small jobs about the keep. He never told ne,
ahead of tine, if they were tests of ny skill, or actual tasks he wi shed
acconplished. To ne it nmade no difference; | pursued themall with a
singl e-m nded devotion to Chade and anythi ng he comanded. In spring of that
year | treated the wine cups of a visiting delegation fromthe Bi ngtown traders
so that they becane much nore intoxicated than they had intended. Later that
same nonth | conceal ed one puppet froma visiting puppeteer's troupe so that he
had to present the Incidence of the Matching Cups, a lighthearted little
folktale, instead of the lIengthy historical drama he had planned for the
evening. At the Hi gh-Summer Feast | added a certain herb to a serving girl's
afternoon pot of tea so that she and three of her friends were stricken with
| oose bowels and could not wait the tables that night. In fall | tied a thread
around the fetlock of a visiting noble's horse, to give the animal a tenmporary
linp that convinced the noble to remain at Buckkeep two days | onger than he had

pl anned. | never knew the underlying reasons for the tasks Chade set ne. At that
age, | set ny mind to how!| would do a thing rather than why. And that, too, was
a thing that | believe it was intended | learn: to obey w thout asking why an

order was given.

There was one task that absolutely delighted ne. Even at the tinme | knew that
the assignment was nore than a whimof Chade's. He sunmoned nme for it in the
last bit of dark before dawn. "Lord Jessup and his | ady have been visiting this
| ast two weeks. You know them by sight; he has a very |ong nustache, and she
constantly fusses with her hair, even at the table. You know who | nean?"

I frowned. A nunber of nobles had gathered at Buckkeep to forma council to
discuss the increase in raids fromthe Qutislanders. | gathered that the Coasta
Duchi es wanted nore warshi ps, but the Inland Duchies opposed sharing the taxes
for what they saw as a purely coastal problem Lord Jessup and Lady Dahlia were
i nl anders. Jessup and his nmustaches both seenmed to have fitful tenperanments and
to be constantly inpassioned. Lady Dahlia, on the other hand, seened to take no
interest at all in the council, but spent nost of her tinme exploring Buckkeep

"She wears flowers in her hair all the time? They keep falling out?"

"That's the one," Chade replied enmphatically. "Good. You know her. Now,
here's your task, and I've no tinme to plan it with you. Sonetine today, at any
monent today, she will send a page to Prince Regal's room The page will deliver
sonet hing-a note, a flower, an object of sone kind. You will renove the object
fromRegal's room before he sees it. You understand?"

I nodded and opened ny nouth to say sonething, but Chade stood abruptly and
al nrost chased ne fromthe room "No time; it is nearly dawn!" he decl ar ed.

I contrived to be in Regal's room in hiding, when the page arrived. Fromthe
way the girl slipped in, | was convinced this was not her first mssion. She set
atiny scroll and a flower bud on Regal's pillow and slipped out of the room In
a nmonent both were in ny jerkin, and later under my own pillow | think the nost
difficult part of the task was refraining fromopening the scroll. | turned
scroll and flower over to Chade |ate that night.

Over the next few days | waited, certain there woul d be sonme sort of furor
and hoping to see Regal thoroughly disconfited. But to ny surprise, there was
none. Regal remmined his usual self, save that he was even sharper than usual,
and seenmed to flirt even nore outrageously with every lady. As for Lady Dahli a,
she suddenly took an interest in the council proceedi ngs and confounded her
husband by becom ng an ardent supporter of warship taxes. The Queen expressed
her displ easure over this change of alliance by excluding Lady Dahlia froma
Wi ne tasting in her chanbers. The whole thing nystified nme, but when | at |ast
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mentioned it to Chade, he rebuked ne.

"Renmenber, you are the King's man. A task is given you, and you do it. And
you shoul d be well satisfied with yourself that you conpleted the given task
That is all you need to know. Only Shrewd may plan the noves and plot his gane.
You and |, we are playing pieces, perhaps. But we are the best of his markers;
be assured of that."

But early on, Chade found the limts of my obedience. In |amng the horse, he
had suggested | cut the frog of the aninal's foot. | never even considered doing
that. | informed him wth all the worldly wi sdom of one who has grown up around
horses, that there were many ways to nmake a horse |inp w thout actually harm ng
him and that he should trust me to choose an appropriate one. To this day, | do
not know how Chade felt about ny refusal. He said nothing at the tine to condemn
it, or to suggest he approved ny actions. In this as in many things, he kept his
own counsel

Once every three nonths or so King Shrewd would summon ne to his chanbers
Usually the call for ne cane in the very early norning. | would stand before
him oftentimes while he was in his bath, or having his hair bound back in the
gol d-wired queue that only the King could wear, or while his man was | ayi ng out
his clothes. Always the ritual was the sanme. He would | ook nme over carefully,
studying ny growh and grooming as if | were a horse he was consi dering buying.
He woul d ask a question or two, about ny horsemanship or weapons study usually,
and listen gravely to ny brief answer. And then he woul d ask, alnost formally,
"And do you feel | am keeping ny bargain with you?"

"Sir, | do," | would always answer.

"Then see that you keep your end of it as well," was always his reply and ny
di smissal. And whatever servant attending himor opening the door for me to
enter or |eave never appeared to take the slightest notice of me or of the
King's words at all

Cone late fall of that year, on the very cusp of winter's tooth, | was given
my nost difficult assignnment. Chade had summoned ne up to his chanbers al nbost as
soon as | had bl own out ny night candle. W were sharing sweetneats and a bit of
spiced wine, sitting in front of Chade's hearth. He had been | avishly praising
my | atest escapade, one that required ne turning inside out every shirt hung to
dry on the laundry courtyard's drying |ines wthout getting caught. It had been
a difficult task, the hardest part of which had been to refrain from | aughing
al oud and betraying nmy hiding place within a dyeing vat when two of the younger
| aundry | ads had declared nmy prank the work of water sprites and refused to do
any nore washing that day. Chade, as usual, knew of the whole scenario even
before | reported to him He delighted me by letting nme know that Master Lew of
the | aunderers had decreed that Sinjon's wort was to be hung at every corner of
the courtyard and garl anded about every well to ward off sprites fromtonorrow s
wor k.

"You've a gift for this, boy." Chade chuckled and tousled ny hair. "I al nost
think there's no task | could set you that you couldn't do."

He was sitting in his straight-backed chair before the fire, and I was on the
fl oor beside him |eaning ny back against one of his legs. He patted nme the way

Burrich mght pat a young bird dog that had done well, and then | eaned forward
to say softly, "But |I've a challenge for you."

"What is it?" | demanded eagerly.

"It won't be easy, even for one with as |ight a touch as yours," he warned
ne.

"Try me!" | challenged himin return

"Ch, in another nonth or two, perhaps, when you' ve had a bit nore teaching.
I"ve a gane to teach you tonight, one that will sharpen your eye and your
menory." He reached into a pouch and drew out a handful of sonething. He opened
his hand briefly in front of me: colored stones. The hand cl osed. "Wre there
any yel | ow ones?"

"Yes. Chade, what is the chall enge?"

"How many?"

"Two that | could see. Chade, | bet | could do it now "
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"Coul d there have been nmore than two?"
"Possibly, if some were conceal ed conpletely under the top layer. | don't
nk it likely. Chade, what is the challenge?"
He opened his bony old hand, stirred the stones with his |ong forefinger
"Ri ght you were. Only two yell ow ones. Shall we go agai n?"

"Chade, | can do it."

"You think so, do you? Look again, here's the stones. One, two, three, and
gone again. Were there any red ones?"

"Yes. Chade, what is the task?"

"Were there nore red ones than blue? To bring ne sonething personal fromthe
King's night table."

t hi

"What ?"

"Were there nore red stones than bl ue ones?"

"No, | mean, what was the task?"

"Wong, boy!" Chade announced it nerrily. He opened his fist. "See, three red
and three blue. Exactly the sane. You'll have to | ook quicker than that if
you're to neet ny challenge."

"And seven green. | knew that, Chade. But ... you want me to steal fromthe
King?" | still couldn't believe | had heard it.

"Not steal, just borrow As you did Mstress Hasty's shears. There's no harm

ina prank like that, is there?"

"None except that |'d be whipped if | were caught. O worse.

"And you're afraid you' d be caught. See, | told you it had best wait a nonth
or two, until your skills were better."

"I't's not the punishment. It's that if | were caught ... the King and
we nmade a bargain ... ." My words dwi ndled away. | stared at himin confusion
Chade's instruction was a part of the bargain Shrewd and | had nmade. Each tine
we net, before he began instructing nme, he formally reninded ne of that bargain.
I had given to Chade as well as the King ny word that | would be loyal. Surely
he could see that if | acted against the King, |I'd be breaking ny part of the
bar gai n.

"It's a ganme, boy," Chade said patiently. "That's all. Just a bit of
m schief. It's not really so serious as you seemto think it. The only reason
I"mchoosing it as a task is that the King's roomand his things are so closely
wat ched. Anyone can make off with a seanstress's shears. W're tal king about a
real bit of stealth now, to enter the King's own chanmbers and take sonething

that belongs to him If you could do that, 1'd believe I'd spent ny tinme well in
teaching you. 1'd feel you appreciated what |'d taught you."

"You know | appreciate what you teach ne," | said quickly. That wasn't it at
all. Chade seened to be conpletely mssing ny point. "lI'd feel ... disloyal

Li ke | was using what you'd taught nme to trick the King. Alnost as if | were
| aughing at him™"

"Ah!" Chade | eaned back in his chair, a snmle on his face. "Don't |et that
bot her you, boy. King Shrewd can appreciate a good jest when he's shown one.
What ever you take, 1'll return nyself to him It will be a sign to himof how
well |'ve taught you and how well you've |earned. Take sonmething sinple if it
worries you so; it needn't be the crown off his head or the ring fromhis
finger! Just his hairbrush, or any bit of paper that's about-even his glove or
belt woul d do. Nothing of any great value. just a token."

I thought | should pause to think, but |I knew | didn't need to. "I can't do
it. I mean, | won't do it. Not from King Shrewd. Nane any other, anyone else's
room and I'll do it. Renmenber when | took Regal's scroll? You'll see, | can

creep in anywhere and-"
"Boy?" Chade's voice canme slowy, puzzled. "Don't you trust me? | tell you
it's all right. It's just a challenge we're tal ki ng about, not high treason. And

this time, if you're caught, | promise |'Il step right in and explain it all
You won't be punished."

"That's not it," | said frantically. | could sense Chade's grow ng puzzl enent
over ny refusal. | scrabbled within nyself to find a way to explain to him "I
promised to be loyal to Shrewd. And this-"

"There's nothing disloyal about this!" Chade snapped. | |ooked up to see
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angry glints in his eyes. Startled, | drew back fromhim [|'d never seen him
glare so. "What are you saying, boy? That |'m asking you to betray your king?
Don't be an idiot. This is just a sinple little test, nmy way of neasuring you
and showi ng Shrewd hinmsel f what you've |earned, and you balk at it. And try to
cover your cowardice by prattling about |oyalty. Boy, you shane ne. | thought
you had nore backbone than this, or |I'd never have begun teaching you."

"Chade!" | began in horror. Hs words had left nme reeling. He pulled away
fromnme, and | felt nmy snmall world rocking around ne as his voice went on
coldly.

"Best you get back to your bed, little boy. Think exactly how you' ve insulted
me tonight. To insinuate |I'd somehow be disloyal to our king. Crawl down the
stairs, you little craven. And the next time | summon you ... Hah, if | summon
you again, cone prepared to obey ne. O don't conme at all. Now go."

Never had Chade spoken to ne so before. | could not recall that he had even
raised his voice to ne. | stared, alnost wi thout conprehension, at the thin
pock-scarred armthat protruded fromthe sleeve of his robe, at the | ong finger
that pointed so disdainfully toward the door and the stairs. As | rose | felt
physically sick. | reeled, and had to catch hold of a chair as | passed. But |
went, doing as he told nme, unable to think of anything el se to do. Chade, who
had becone the central pillar of nmy world, who had made ne believe | was
sonet hing of value, was taking it all away. Not just his approval, but our tine
together, ny sense that | was going to be sonmething in ny lifetine.

| stunbl ed and staggered down the stairs. Never had they seened so |long or so
cold. The bottom door grated shut behind me, and I was left in total darkness. |
groped nmy way to ny bed, but ny blankets could not warmne, nor did | find any
trace of sleep that night. | tossed in agony. The worst part was that | could
find no indecision in nmyself. | could not do the thing Chade asked of ne.
Therefore, | would | ose him Wthout his instruction, | would be of no value to
the King. But that was not the agony. The agony was sinply the | oss of Chade
fromny life: | could not renmenber how | had nanaged before when | had been so
alone. To return to the drudgery of living day to day, going fromtask to task
seened i npossi bl e.

I tried desperately to think of sonething to do. But there seenmed no answer.

I could go to Shrewd hinself, show nmy pin and be adnitted, and tell himof ny
dil enma. But what would he say? Wuld he see ne as a silly little boy? Wuld he
say | shoul d have obeyed Chade? Wrse, would he say | was right to di sobey Chade
and be angry with Chade? These were very difficult questions for a boy's mnd,
and | found no answers that hel ped ne.

When norning finally came, | dragged nyself fromny bed and reported to
Burrich as usual. | went about ny tasks in a gray listlessness that first
brought nme scoldings and then an inquiry as to the state of nmy belly. | told him
sinmply that | had not slept well, and he let ne off wi thout the threatened
tonic. | did no better at weapons. My state of distraction was such that | let a
much younger boy deliver a stout clout to ny skull. Hod scol ded us both for
reckl essness and told me to sit down for a bit.

My head was pounding and ny | egs were shaky when | returned to the keep.
went to ny room for | had no stomach for the noon nmeal or the | oud
conversations that went with it. | lay on ny bed, intending to close ny eyes for
just a nonent, but fell into a deep sleep. | awoke hal fway through the afternoon
and t hought of the scoldings | would face for nissing ny afternoon | essons. But
it wasn't enough to rouse nme and | dropped off, only to be awakened at
suppertinme by a serving girl who had cone to inquire after me at Burrich's

behest. | staved her off by telling her | had a sour gut and was going to fast
until it cleared. After she left, | drowsed but did not sleep. | couldn't. Night
deepened in ny unlit room and | heard the rest of the keep go off to rest. In
darkness and stillness, | lay waiting for a summons | woul d not dare answer.

What if the door opened? | could not go to Chade, for | could not obey him

Wi ch woul d be worse: if he did not summon ne, or if he opened the door for ne
and | dared not go? | tornmented nyself fromrock to stone, and in the gray
creeping of norning | had the answer. He hadn't even bothered to call for ne.
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Even now, | do not like to recall the next few days. | hunched through them
so sick at heart that | could not properly eat or rest. | could not focus ny
m nd on any task and took the rebukes that ny teachers gave nme with bl eak
acceptance. | acquired a headache that never ceased, and ny stomach stayed so
clenched on itself that food held no interest for ne. The very thought of eating
made me weary. Burrich put up with it for two days before he cornered ne and
forced down nme both a wornming draft and a bl ood tonic. The conbi nati on nade ne
vomit up what little |I'd eaten that day. He made ne wash out ny mouth with plum
wine afterward, and to this day | cannot drink plumw ne wi thout gaggi ng. Then,
to ny weary amazenment, he dragged ne up the stairs to his loft and gruffly
ordered nme to rest there for the day. Wen evening cane, he chivied nme up to the
keep, and under his watchful eye | was forced to consune a watery bow of soup
and a hunk of bread. He woul d have taken me back to his loft again had | not

insisted that | wanted ny own bed. In reality, | had to be in ny room | had to
know whet her Chade at least tried to call nme, whether | could go or not. Through
anot her sl eepness night, | stared in blackness at a darker corner of ny room

But he didn't summon ne.
Morni ng grayed ny wi ndow. | rolled over and kept to ny bed. The depth of
bl eakness that settled over me was too solid for me to fight. Al of ny possible

choices led to gray ends. | could not face the futility of getting out of bed. A
headachy sort of near sleep clainmed ne. Any sound seened too |loud, and | was
either too hot or too cold no natter how | fussed ny covers. | closed ny eyes,

but even ny dreans were bright and annoyi ng. Arguing voices, as loud as if they
were in the bed with ne, and all the nore frustrating because it sounded |ike
one man arguing with hinmself and taking both sides. "Break himlike you broke
the other one!" he'd nutter angrily. "You and your stupid tests!" and then
"Can't be too careful. Can't put your trust in just anyone. Blood will tell

Test his nmettle, that's all." "Metal! You want a brainless blade, go hanmer it
out yourself. Beat it flat." And nore quietly: "I've got no heart for this. |'lI
not be used again. |If you wanted to test ny tenper, you've done it." Then:

"Don't talk to me about blood and fanily. Renmenber who | amto you! It isn't his
|l oyalty he's worrying about, or mne."

The angry voi ces broke up, nerged, becane another argunent, this one
shriller. | cracked open ny eyelids. My chanber had becone the scene of a brief
battle. | woke to a spirited argunent between Burrich and M stress Hasty as to
whose jurisdiction | fell under. She had a w cker basket, from which protruded
the necks of several bottles. The scents of nustard in a plaster and chanonil e
wafted over nme so strongly that | wanted to retch. Burrich stood stoically
bet ween her and ny bed. His arns were crossed on his chest and Vixen sat at his
feet. Mstress Hasty's words rattled in ny head |ike pebbles. "In the keep";
"those clean linens"; "know about boys"; "that snelly dog." | don't recall that
Burrich said a word. He just stood there so solidly that | could feel himwth
my eyes cl osed.

Later he was gone, but Vixen was on the bed, not at ny feet, but beside ne,
panting heavily but refusing to abandon me for the cooler floor. | opened ny
eyes again, still later, to early twilight. Burrich had tugged free ny pillow,
shook it a bit, and was awkwardly stuffing it back under mnmy head, cool side up
He then sat down heavily on the bed.

He cleared his throat. "Fitz, there's nothing the matter with you that |'ve
ever seen before. At least, whatever's the natter with you isn't in your guts or
your blood. If you were a bit older, I'd suspect you had woman probl ens. You act
like a soldier on a three-day drunk, but w thout the wi ne. Boy, what's the
matter with you?"

He | ooked down on ne with sincere worry. It was the sanme | ook he wore when he
was afraid a mare was going to miscarry, or when hunters brought back dogs that
boars had gotten to. It reached nme, and without neaning to, | quested out toward
him As always, the wall was there, but Vixen whined lightly and put her nuzzle
against ny cheek. | tried to express what was inside nme wthout betrayi ng Chade.
"I'"'mjust so alone now," | heard nyself say, and even to nme it sounded like a
feebl e conpl aint.

"Al one?" Burrich's brows knit. "Fitz, I'mright here. How can you say you're
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al one?"
And there the conversation ended, with both of us |ooking at one another and
nei ther understanding at all. Later he brought ne food, but didn't insist | eat

it. And he left Vixen with me for the night. A part of ne wondered how she woul d
react if the door opened, but a larger part of me knew | didn't have to worry.
That door woul d never open again.

Morni ng cane again. And Vi xen nosed at ne and whined to go out. Too broken to
care if Burrich caught nme, | quested toward her. Hungry and thirsty and her
bl adder was about to burst. And her disconfort was suddenly nmy own. | dragged on
a tunic and took her down the stairs and outside, and then back to the kitchen
to eat. Cook was nore pleased to see ne than | had i nmagi ned anyone coul d be.

Vi xen was given a generous bow of last night's stew, while Cook insisted on
fixing me six rashers of thick-cut bacon on the warmcrust of the day's first
baki ng of bread. Vixen's keen nose and sharp appetite sparked ny own senses, and
I found nyself eating, not with my normal appetite but with a young creature's
sensory appreciation for food.

Fromthere she led me to the stables, and though | pulled nmy mind back from
her before we went inside, | felt sonewhat rejuvenated fromthe contact. Burrich
straightened up fromsone task as | cane in, |ooked ne over, glanced at Vixen,
grunted wyly to hinself, and then handed nme a suckle bottle and wi ck. "There
isn't much in a man's head," he told ne, "that can't be cured by working and
taking care of sonmething el se. The rat dog whel ped a few days ago, and there's
one pup too weak to conpete with the others. See if you can keep himalive

t oday. "

It was an ugly little pup, pink skin showi ng through his brindle fur. H's
eyes were shut tight still, and the extra skin he'd use up as he grew was piled
atop his nuzzle. His skinny little tail |ooked just like arat's, so that |

wondered his nother didn't worry her own pups to death just for the
resenbl ance' s sake. He was weak and passive, but | bothered himwi th the warm
m |k and wicking until he sucked a little, and got enough all over himthat his
nmot her was inspired to lick and nuzzle him | took one of his stronger sisters
of f her teat and plugged himinto her place. Her little belly was round and ful
anyway; she had only been sucking for the sake of obstinacy. She was going to be
white with a black spot over one eye. She caught ny little finger and suckled at
it, and already | could feel the i mense strength those jaws woul d soneday hol d.
Burrich had told nme stories about rat dogs that would latch onto a bull's nose
and hang there no matter what the bull did. He had no use for nen that would
teach a dog to do so, but could not contain his respect for the courage of a dog
that would take on a bull. Qur rat dogs were kept for ratting and taken on
regul ar patrols of the corncribs and grain barns.

| spent the whole norning there and left at noon with the gratification of
seeing the pup's snmall belly round and tight with mlk. The afternoon was spent
mucking stalls. Burrich kept nme at it, addi ng another chore as soon as
conpl eted one, with no tine for ne to do anything but work. He didn't talk with
me or ask nme questions, but he always seened to be working but a dozen paces
away. It was as if he had taken ny conplaint about being alone quite literally
and was resolved to be where | could see him | wound up ny day back with ny

puppy, who was substantially stronger than he had been that norning. | cradled
hi m agai nst nmy chest and he crept up under ny chin, his blunt little nuzzle
questing there for mlk. It tickled. | pulled himdow and | ooked at him He was

going to have a pink nose. Men said the rat dogs with the pink noses were the
nost savage ones when they fought. But his little mnd now was only a nuzzy
warnth of security and mlk want and affection for nmy snell. | wapped himin ny
protection of him praised himfor his new strength. He wiggled in ny fingers.
And Burrich | eaned over the side of the stall and rapped nme on the head with his
knuckl es, bringing twin yelps fromthe pup and ne.

"Enough of that," he warned nme sternly. "That's not a thing for a man to do.
And it won't solve whatever is chewing on your soul. Gve the pup back to his
nmot her, now. "

So | did, but reluctantly, and not at all sure that Burrich was right that
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bonding with a puppy wouldn't solve anything. | longed for his warmlittle world
of straw and siblings and mlk and nother. At that nmoment | coul d i magi ne no
better one.

Then Burrich and | went up to eat. He took ne into the soldiers' ness, where
manners were whatever you had and no one denmanded talk. It was conforting to be
casual ly ignored, to have food passed over ny head with no one being solicitous
of me. Burrich saw that | ate, though, and then afterward we sat outside beside
the kitchen's back door and drank. |I'd had ale and beer and wi ne before, but |
had never drunk in the purposeful way that Burrich now showed ne. Wen Cook
dared to cone out and scold himfor giving strong spirits to a nmere boy, he gave
her one of his quiet stares that renminded me of the first night | had met him
when he'd faced down a whol e room of soldiers over Chivalry's good name. And she
left.

He wal ked ne up to nmy room hinsel f, dragged ny tunic off over ny head as
stood unsteadily beside ny bed, and then casually tunbled ne into the bed and
tossed a bl anket over me. "Now you'll sleep," he informed ne in a thick voice.
"And tomorrow we'll do the same again. And again. Until one day you get up and
find out that whatever it was didn't kill you after all."

He blew out nmy candle and left. My head reeled and ny body ached fromthe
day's work. But | still didn't sleep. What | found myself doing was crying. The
drink had | oosened whatever knot held ny control, and | wept. Not quietly.
sobbed, and hiccuped and then wailed with ny jaw shaking. My throat closed up,

my nose ran, and | cried so hard | felt | couldn't breathe. | think I cried
every tear | had never shed since the day ny grandfather forced nmy nother to
abandon ne. "Mere!" | heard myself call out, and suddenly there were arnms around

me, holding me tight.
Chade held ne and rocked nme as if | were a nuch younger child. Even in the
darkness | knew those bony arnms and the herb-and-dust snell of him

Di sbelieving, | clung to himand cried until | was hoarse, and ny nouth so dry
no sound would cone at all. "You were right," he said into ny hair, quietly,
calmngly. "You were right. | was asking you to do sonething wong, and you were
right to refuse it. You won't be tested that way again. Not by nme." And when
was finally still, he left me for a time, and then brought back to nme a drink,
| ukewarm and al nost tastel ess but not water. He held the nug to ny nouth and
drank it down without questions. Then | |ay back so suddenly sleepy that | don't
even renmenber Chade | eaving my room

| awoke near dawn and reported to Burrich after a hearty breakfast. | was

quick at my chores and attentive to ny charges and could not at all understand
why he had awakened so headachy and grunpy. He nuttered sonething once about
"his father's head for spirits" and then disnissed ne early, telling ne to take
nmy whistling el sewhere.

Three days |l ater King Shrewd sunmmoned ne in the dawn. He was al ready dressed,
and there was a tray and food for nore than one person set out on it. As soon as
| arrived, he sent away his nan and told me to sit. | took a chair at the snall
table in his room and without asking nme if | were hungry, he served ne food
with his own hand and sat down across fromme to eat hinself. The gesture was
not lost on me, but even so | could not bring nyself to eat much. He spoke only
of the food, and said nothing of bargains or loyalty or keeping one's word. Wen
he saw | had finished eating, he pushed his own plate away. He shifted
unconfortably.

"I't was ny idea," he said suddenly, alnost harshly. "Not his. He never
approved of it. | insisted. Wen you're older, you'll understand. | can take no
chances, not on anyone. But | promised himthat you' d know this right from ne.

It was all my own idea, never his. And | will never ask himto try your nettle
in such a way again. On that you have a king's word."

He made a notion that disnmissed ne. And | rose, but as | did so | took from
his tray a little silver knife, all engraved, that he had been using to cut
fruit with. | looked himin the eyes as | did so, and quite openly slipped it up
my sleeve. King Shrewd's eyes wi dened, but he said not a word.

Two nights | ater, when Chade summoned ne, our |essons resuned as if there had
never been a pause. He talked, | listened, |I played his stone gane and never

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (46 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

made an error. He gave ne an assignnment, and we nmade snall jokes together. He
showed me how Slink the weasel would dance for a sausage. Al was well|l between
us again. But before | left his chanbers that night, | walked to his hearth.
Wth out a word, | placed the knife on the center of his mantel shelf. Actually,
| drove it, blade first, into the wood of the shelf. Then | |eft w thout
speaking of it or neeting his eyes. In fact, we never spoke of it.

| believe that the knife is still there.
CHAPTER SI X

Chivalry's Shadow

THERE ARE TWO TRADI TI ONS about the custom of giving royal offspring nanes
suggestive of virtues or abilities. The one that is npbst conmonly held is that
sonehow t hese nanmes are binding; that when such a nane is attached to a child
who will be trained in the Skill, sonmehow the Skill nelds the name to the child,
and the child cannot help but grow up to practice the virtue ascribed to him or
her by nanme. This first tradition is nost doggedly believed by those same ones
nmost prone to doff their caps in the presence of mnor nobility.

A nore ancient tradition attributes such nanmes to accident, at |east
initially. It is said that King Taker and King Ruler, the first two of the
Qutislanders to rule what woul d becone the Six Duchies, had no such nanes at
all. Rather that their nanmes in their own foreign tongue were very sinilar to
the sounds of such words in the Duchies' tongue, and thus cane to be known by
their hononyns rather than by their true names. But for the purposes of royalty,
it is better to have the comon folk believe that a boy given a noble nane nust
grow to have a noble nature.

"Boy! "

I lifted ny head. O the half dozen or so other |ads |ounging about before
the fire, no one else even flinched.

The girls took even less notice as | noved up to take my place at the
opposite side of the |ow table where Master Fedwen knelt. He had nastered sone
trick of inflection that let all know when boy neant "boy" and when it neant
"the bastard."

I tucked ny knees under the |low table and sat on ny feet, then presented
Fedwren with ny sheet of pith paper. As he ran his eyes down mny careful col umms
of letters, | let my attention wander.

Wnter had harvested us and stored us here in the Geat Hall. Qutside, a sea
storm | ashed the walls of the keep while breakers pounded the cliffs with a
force that occasionally sent a trenor through the stone floor beneath us. The
heavy overcast had stolen even the few hours of watery daylight that w nter had
left us. It seened to me that a darkness lay over us like a fog, both outside
and within. The di mess penetrated ny eyes, so that | felt sleepy w thout
feeling tired. For a brief nonent | let ny senses expand and felt the w nter
sl uggi shness of the hounds where they dozed and twitched in the corners. Not
even there could | find a thought or inage to interest ne.

Fires burned in all three of the big hearths, and different groups had
gat hered before each. At one, fletchers busied thenselves with their work, |est
tonmorrow be a clear enough day to allow for a hunt. | longed to be there, for
Sherf's mell ow voice was rising and falling in the telling of sone tale, broken
frequently with appreciative |aughter fromher listeners. At the end hearth,
children's voices piped along in the chorus of a song. | recognized it as the
Shepherd's Song, a counting tune. A few watchful nothers tapped toes as they
tatted at their | acemaking while Jerdon's withered old fingers on the harp
strings kept the young voices al nost in tune.

Here, at our hearth, children old enough to sit still and learn letters did
so. Fedwen saw to that. His sharp blue eyes m ssed nothing. "Here," he said to
me, pointing. "You' ve forgotten to cross their tails. Remenber how | showed you?
Justice, open your eyes and get back to your pen work. Doze off again and I'|
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| et you bring us another log for the fire. Charity, you can help himif you
smrk again. Other than that"-and his attention was suddenly back on ny work
agai n--"your lettering is much inproved, not only on these Duchi an characters,
but on the Qutislander runes as well. Though those can't really be properly
brushed onto such poor paper. The surface is too porous, and takes the ink too
wel | . Good pounded bark sheets are what you want for runes," and he ran a finger
appreciatively over the sheet he was working on. "Continue to show this type of
work, and before winter's out I'll let you make nme a copy of Queen Bidewell's
Renedi es. Wat do you say to that?"

| tried to smile and be properly flattered. Copy work was not usually given
to students; good paper was too rare, and one carel ess brushstroke could ruin a
sheet. | knew the Renmedies was a fairly sinple set of herbal properties and
propheci es, but any copying was an honor to aspire to. Fedwen gave nme a fresh
sheet of pith paper. As | rose to return to ny place he lifted a hand to stop

me. "Boy?"

| paused.

Fedw en | ooked unconfortable. "I don't know who to ask this of, except you
Properly, I'd ask your parents, but ..." Mercifully he et the sentence die. He
scratched his beard neditatively with his inkstained fingers. "Wnter's soon
over, and I'll be on ny way again. Do you know what | do in sumrer, boy?

wander all the Six Duchies, getting herbs and berries and roots for ny inks, and
maki ng provisions for the papers | need. It's a good life, walking free on the
roads in sumers and guesting at the keep here all winter. There's nuch to be
said for scribing for a living." He |looked at ne nmeditatively. | |ooked back,
wonderi ng what he was getting at.

"l take an apprentice, every few years. Sonme of themwork out, and go on to
do scribing for the | esser keeps. Sonme don't. Sone don't have the patience for
the detail, or the nmenory for the inks. | think you would. What would you think
about beconing a scribe?"

The question caught me conpletely off guard, and | stared at himnutely. It
wasn't just the idea of becoming a scribe; it was the whole notion that Fedw en
woul d want nme to be his apprentice, to follow himabout and | earn the secrets of
his trade. Several years had passed since | had begun ny bargain with the old
King. O her than the nights | spent in Chade's company or ny stolen afternoons
with Molly and Kerry, | had never thought of anyone finding ne conpani onabl e,
| et al one good naterial for an apprentice. Fedwen's proposal left ne
speechl ess. He must have sensed ny confusion, for he sniled his genial young-old
smil e.

"Well, think onit, boy. Scribing' s a good trade, and what other prospects do

you have? Between the two of us, | think that sone tine away from Buckkeep mi ght
do you good."

"Away from Buckkeep?" | repeated in wonder. It was |ike soneone opening a
curtain. | had never considered the idea. Suddenly the roads |eading away from

Buckkeep gl eamed in ny mind, and the weary maps | had been forced to study
becane places | could go. It transfixed ne.

"Yes," Fedwen said softly. "Leave Buckkeep. As you grow ol der Chivalry's
shadow wi || grow thinner. It will not always shelter you. Better you were your
own nman, with your own life and calling to content you before his protection is
entirely gone. But you don't have to answer me now. Think about it. Discuss it
with Burrich, perhaps."

And he handed me my pith paper and sent nme back to nmy place. | thought about
his words, but it was not Burrich | took themto. In the feeble hours of a new
day, Chade and | were crouched, head to head, | picking up the red shards of a
broken crock that Slink had overset while Chade sal vaged the fine black seeds
that had scattered in all directions. Slink clung to the top of a sagging
tapestry and chirred apol ogetically, but | sensed his anusenent.

"Conme all the way from Kal i bar, these seeds, you skinny little pelt!" Chade
scol ded him

"Kalibar," | said, and dredged out, "a day's travel past our border with
Sandsedge. "

"That's right, my boy,

Chade muttered approvingly. "Have you ever been

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (48 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

t here?"

"Me? Oh, no. | nmeant that they came fromthat far. | had to send to Fircrest
for them They've a large market there, one that draws trade fromall Six
Duchi es and many of our neighbors as well."

"Ch. Fircrest. Have you ever been there?"

Chade considered. "Atime or two, when | was a younger nman. | renenber the
noi se, nostly, and the heat. Inland places are like that, too dry, too hot. |
was glad to return to Buckkeep."

"Was there any other place you ever went that you |iked better than
Buckkeep?"

Chade straightened slowy, his pale hand cupped full of fine black seed. "Wy
don't you just ask ne your question instead of beating around the bush?"

So | told himof Fedwen's offer, and also of ny sudden realization that naps
were nore than lines and colors. They were places and possibilities, and | could
| eave here and be someone el se, be a scribe, or--

"No." Chade spoke softly but abruptly. "No nmatter where you went, you would
still be Chivalry's bastard. Fedwen is nore perspicacious than | believed him
to be, but he still doesn't understand. Not the whole picture. He sees that here
at court you nust always be a bastard, nust al ways be sonething of a pariah.

What he doesn't realize is that here, partaking of King Shrewd's bounty,

| earni ng your |essons, under his eye, you are not a threat to him Certainly,
you are under Chivalry's shadow here. Certainly, it does protect you. But were
you away from here, far from being unneedful of such protection, you would
becone a danger to King Shrewd, and a greater danger to his heirs after him You
woul d have no sinple life of freedomas a wandering scribe. Rather you would be
found in your inn bed with your throat cut some norning, or with an arrow

t hrough you on the high road."

A col dness shivered through ne. "But why?" | asked softly.

Chade sighed. He dunped the seeds into a dish, dusted his hands lightly to
shake | oose those that clung to his fingers. "Because you're a royal bastard,
and hostage to your own bloodlines. For now, as | say, you're no threat to
Shrewd. You're too young, and besides, he has you right where he can watch you
But he's | ooking down the road. And you should be, too. These are restless
times. The Qutislanders are getting braver about their raids. The coast folk are
begi nning to grunble, saying we need nore patrol ships, and sone say warshi ps of
our own, to raid as we are raided. But the Inland Duchies want no part of paying
for ships of any kind, but especially not warships that m ght precipitate us
into a full-scale war. They conplain the coast is all the King thinks of, with
no care for their farmng. And the nmountain folk are beconmi ng nore chary about
the use of their passes. The trade fees grow steeper every nonth. So the
mer chants nunbl e and conplain to each other. To the south, in Sandsedge and
beyond, there is drought, and tinmes are hard. Everyone there curses, as if the
King and Verity were to blane for that as well. Verity is a fine fellow to have
a mug with, but he is neither the soldier nor the diplomat that Chivalry was. He
woul d rather hunt winter buck, or listen to a mnstrel by the fireside than
travel winter roads in raw weather, just to stay in touch with the other
Duchi es. Sooner or later, if things do not inprove, people will |ook about and
say, Well, a bastard's not so large a thing to nake a fuss over. Chivalry
shoul d have cone to power; he'd soon put a stop to all this. He m ght have been
a bit stiff about protocol, but at |east he got things done, and didn't |et
foreigners tranple all over us."

"So Chivalry mght yet becone King?" The question sent a queer thrill to ne.
Instantly | was imagining his triunphant return to Buckkeep, our eventua
meeting, and ... Wat then?

Chade seened to be reading ny face. "No, boy. Not likely at all. Even if the
folk all wanted himto, | doubt that he'd go agai nst what he set upon hinself,
or against the King's wi shes. But it would cause munblings and grunblings, and
those could lead to riots and skirm shes, oh, and a generally bad climate for a
bastard to be running around free in. You'd have to be settled one way or
another. Either as a corpse, or as the King's tool."
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"The King's tool. | see." An oppression settled over ne. My brief glinpse of
bl ue skies arching over yellow roads and nme traveling down them astride Sooty
suddenly vani shed. | thought of the hounds in their kennels instead, or of the

hawk, hooded and strapped, that rode on the King's wist and was | oosed only to
do the King's will.

"I't doesn't have to be that bad," Chade said quietly. "Mst prisons are of
our own making. A man nakes his own freedom too."

"I"mnever going to get to go anywhere, am|?" Despite the newness of the
i dea, traveling suddenly seened i mensely inportant to ne.

"I wouldn't say that." Chade was runmagi hg about for something to use as a
stopper on the dish full of seeds. He finally contented hinself with putting a
saucer atop it. "You'll get to go many places. Quietly, and when the famly
interests require you to go there. But that's not all that different for any
prince of the blood. Do you think Chivalry got to choose where he would go to
wor k hi s di plomacy? Do you think Verity likes being sent off to view towns
rai ded by Qutislanders, to hear the conplaints of folks who insist that if only
they'd been better fortified or better manned, none of this would have happened?
A true prince has very little freedomwhen it comes to where he will go or how
he will spend his tine. Chivalry has probably nore of both now than he ever had
before. ™

"Except that he can't cone back to Buckkeep?" The flash of insight nade ne
freeze, ny hands full of shards

"Except he can't cone back to Buckkeep. It doesn't do to stir folks up with
visits froma former king-in-waiting. Better he faded quietly away."

| tossed the shards into the hearth. "At | east he gets to go sonewhere,”
muttered. "I can't even go to town ..."

"And it's that inportant to you? To go down to a grubby, greasy little port
i ke Buckkeep Town?"

"There are other people there ...." | hesitated. Not even Chade knew of mny
town friends. | plunged ahead. "They call ne Newboy. And they don't think "the
bastard' every tine they look at ne." | had never put it into words before, but

suddenly the attraction of town was quite clear to ne.

"Ah," said Chade, and his shoulders noved as if he sighed, but he was silent.
And a monment |ater he was telling me how one could sicken a man just by feeding
hi m rhubarb and spinach at the same sitting, sicken himeven to death if the
portions were sufficient, and never set a bit of poison on the table at all. |
asked himhow to keep others at the sane table from al so being sickened, and our
di scussi on wandered fromthere. Only later did it seemto ne that his words
regardi ng Chivalry had been al nbst prophetic.

It was two days later when | was surprised to be told that Fedwen had

requested ny services for a day or so. | was surprised even nore when he gave ne
a list of supplies he required fromtown, and enough silver to buy them wth
two extra coppers for myself. | held ny breath, expecting that Burrich or one of

my other masters would forbid it, but instead | was told to hurry on ny way.

went out of the gates with a basket on ny armand ny brain giddy with sudden
freedom | counted up the nmonths since | had | ast been able to slip away from
Buckkeep and was shocked to find it had been a year or better. | imrediately

pl anned to renew ny old famliarity with the towm. No one had told ne when | had
to return, and | was confident | could snatch an hour or two to nyself and no
one the w ser.

The variety of the itens on Fedwen's list took ne all over the town. | had
no i dea what use a scribe had for dried seanaid's hair, or for a peck of
forester's nuts. Perhaps he used themto nmake his colored inks, | decided, and
when | could not find themin the regular shops, | took myself down to the

har bor bazaar, where anyone with a bl anket and sonething to sell could declare
hi nsel f a nerchant. The seaweed | found swiftly enough there, and | earned it was
a conmon ingredient in chowder. The nuts took |onger, for those were sonething
that woul d have cone frominland rather than fromthe sea, and there were fewer
traders who dealt in such things

But find them | did, alongside baskets of porcupine quills and carved wooden
beads and nut cones and pounded bark fabric. The wonman who presided over the
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bl anket was ol d, and her hair had gone silver rather than white or gray. She had
a strong strai ght nose and her eyes were on bony shelves over her cheeks. It was
a racial heritage both strange and oddly fanmliar to ne, and a shiver wal ked
down ny back when | suddenly knew she was fromthe nountains.

"Keppet," said the woman at the next mat as | conpl eted ny purchase.
gl anced at her, thinking she was addressing the woman | had just paid. But she
was staring at ne. "Keppet," she said, quite insistently, and | wondered what it
meant in her |anguage. It seened a request for sonething, but the ol der worman
only stared coldly out into the street, so | shrugged at her younger nei ghbor
apol ogetically and turned away as | stowed the nuts in ny basket.

I hadn't got nore than a dozen steps away when | heard her shriek "Keppet!"
yet again. | |ooked back to see the two wonen engaged in a struggle. The ol der
one gripped the younger one's wists and the younger one struggled and thrashed
and kicked to get free of her. Around her, other nmerchants were standing to
their feet in alarmand snatching their own nerchandi se out of harms way. |
m ght have turned back to watch had not another nore famliar face net ny eyes.

"Nosebl eed!" | excl ai ned.

She turned to face nme full, and for an instant | thought | had been m staken
A year had passed since |1'd | ast seen her. How could a person change so much?
The dark hair that used to be in sensible braids behind her ears now fell free
past her shoul ders. And she was dressed, not in a jerkin and | oose trousers, but
in blouse and skirt. The adult garments put ne at a loss for words. | m ght have
turned aside and pretended | addressed soneone el se had her dark eyes not
chal  enged ne as she asked ne coolly, "Nosebl eed?"

| stood ny ground. "Aren't you Ml |y Nosebl eed?"

She lifted a hand to brush sone hair back fromher cheek. "I'm Ml ly
Chandler." | saw recognition in her eyes, but her voice was chill as she added,
"I"'mnot sure that | know you. Your nane, sir?"

Confused, | reacted without thinking. | quested toward her, found her
nervousness, and was surprised by her fears. Thought and voice | sought to
soothe it. "I'm Newboy," | said without hesitation

Her eyes wi dened with surprise, and then she | aughed at what she construed as
a joke. The barrier she had erected between us burst |ike a soap bubble, and
suddenly | knew her as | had before. There was the sane warm ki nshi p between us
that rem nded me of nothing so nmuch as Nosy. All awkwardness di sappeared. A
crowd was form ng about the struggling wonen, but we left it behind us as we
strolled up the cobbled street. | admred her skirts, and she calmy inforned ne
that she had been wearing skirts for several nonths now and that she quite
preferred themto trousers. This one had been her nother's; she was told that
one sinply couldn't get wool woven this fine anynore, or a red as bright as it
was dyed. She admired ny clothes, and | suddenly realized that perhaps
appeared to her as different as she to ne. | had ny best shirt on, ny trousers
had been washed only a few days ago, and | wore boots as fine as any
man- at-arns, despite Burrich's objections about how rapidly | outgrew them She
asked ny business and | told her I was on errands for the witing master at the
keep. | told her, too, that he was in need of two beeswax tapers, a total
fabrication on ny part, but one that allowed ne to renmain by her side as we
strolled up the winding street. Qur el bows bunped conpani onably and she tal ked.
She was carrying a basket of her own on her arm It had several packets and
bundl es of herbs in it, for scenting candles, she told ne. Beeswax took the
scent nmuch better than tallow, in her opinion. She nmade the best scented candl es
i n Buckkeep; even the two other chandlers in town adnmitted it. This, snell this,
this was | avender, wasn't it lovely? Her nother's favorite, and hers, too. This
was crushsweet, and this beebalm This was thresher's root, not her favorite,
no, but sone said it nmade a good candle to cure headaches and wi nter gl oons.
Mavi s Threadsnip had told her that Ml ly's nother had mixed it with other herbs
and nade a wonderful candle, one that would cal meven a colicky baby. So Ml ly
had decided to try, by experinmenting, to see if she could find the right herbs
and re-create her nother's recipe.

Her cal mflaunting of her know edge and skills left nme burning to distinguish
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nmyself in her eyes. "I know the thresher's root," | told her. "Some use it to
make an oi ntnent for sore shoul ders and backs. That's where the nanme cones from
But if you distill a tincture fromit and nmix it well in wine, it's never

tasted, and it will nmake a grown nman sleep a day and a night and a day again, or
make a child die in his sleep.”

Her eyes wi dened as | spoke, and at ny |ast words a | ook of horror cane over
her face. |I fell silent and felt the sharp awkwardness again. "How do you know
such things?" she demanded breathl essly.

"I ... | heard an old traveling mdwi fe talking to our mdwife up to the
keep," | inprovised. "It was ... a sad story she told, of an injured man given
sonme to help himrest, but his baby got into it as well. A very, very sad
story." Her face was softening and | felt her warming toward me again. "I only
tell it to be sure you are careful of the root. Don't |eave it about where any
child can get at it."

"Thank you. | shan't. Are you interested in herbs and roots? | didn't know a
scri be cared about such things."

| suddenly realized that she thought | was the scribe's help boy. | didn't
see any reason to tell her otherw se. "Oh, Fedwen uses many things, for his
dyes and inks. Sone copies he nakes quite plain, but others are fancy, all done
with birds and cats and turtles and fish. He showed nme an herbal with the greens
and flowers of each herb done as the border for the page.”

"That | should dearly love to see," she said in a heartfelt way, and
instantly began thinking of ways to purloin it for a few days.

"I mght be able to get you a copy to read ... not to keep, but to study for
a few days," | offered hesitantly.

She | aughed, but there was a slight edge init. "As if | could read! Ch, but
I imagi ne you've picked up some letters, running about for the scribe's
errands. "

"Afew, " | told her, and was surprised at the envy in her eyes when | showed
her ny list and confessed | could read all seven words on it.

A sudden shyness cane over her. She wal ked nore slowy, and | realized we
were getting close to the chandlery. | wondered if her father still beat her,
but dared not ask about it. Her face, at |east, showed no sign of it. W reached
the chandl ery door and paused there. She nade sone sudden decision, for she put
her hand on ny sleeve, took a breath, and then asked, "Do you think you could
read sonething for me? O even any part of it?"

"I try," | offered

"When | ... nowthat | wear skirts, my father has given ne ny nother's
things. She had been dress help to a lady up at the keep when she was a girl,
and had letters taught her. | have sone tablets she wote. 1'd |like to know what
t hey say."

"I try," | repeated

"My father's in the shop." She said no nore than that, but sonething in the
way her consciousness rang agai nst mine was sufficient.

"I"'mto get Scribe Fedwen two beeswax tapers,"” | reninded her. "I dare not
go back to the keep without them™

"Be not too famliar with nme," she cautioned ne, and then opened the door

| followed her, but slowy, as if coincidence brought us to the door

together. | need not have been so circunmspect. Her father slept quite soundly in
a chair beside the hearth. | was shocked at the change in him His skinniness
had becone skeletal, the flesh on his face rem nding nme of an undercooked pastry
over a lunmpy fruit pie. Chade had taught me well. | |ooked to the nman's

fingernails and lips, and even fromacross the room | knew he could not I|ive
much | onger. Perhaps he no | onger beat Mdolly because he no | onger had the
strength. Mdlly notioned ne to be quiet. She vani shed behi nd the hangi ngs that
divided their home fromtheir shop, leaving ne to explore the store.

It was a pleasant place, not large, but the ceiling was higher than in nost
of the shops and dwellings in Buckkeep Town. | suspected it was Mdlly's
diligence that kept it swept and tidy. The pleasant snells and soft |ight of her
industry filled the room Her wares hung in pairs by their joined w cks from
| ong dowels on a rack. Fat sensible candles for ships' use filled another shelf.
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She even had three gl azed pottery | anps on display, for those able to afford
such things. In addition to candles, | found she had pots of honey, a natura
by- product of the beehives she tended behind the shop that furnished the wax for
her finest products.

Then Mol ly reappeared and notioned to me to conme join her. She brought a
branch of tapers and a set of tablets to a table and set themout on it. Then
she stood back and pressed her lips together as if wondering if what she did
were w se.

The tablets were done in the old style. Sinple slabs of wood had been cut
with the grain of the tree and sanded snooth. The | etters had been brushed on
carefully, and then sealed to the wood with a yellowing rosin |ayer. There were
five, excellently lettered. Four were carefully precise accounts of herba

reci pes for healing candles. As | read each one softly aloud to Mdolly, | could
see her struggling to commt themto nenory. At the fifth tablet, | hesitated
"This isn't arecipe," | told her

"Well, what is it?" she demanded in a whisper

I shrugged and began to read it to her. " "On this day was born ny Mlly
Nosegay, sweet as any bunch of posies. For her birth | abors, | burned two tapers
of bayberry and two cup candles scented with two handfuls of the small violets
that grow near Dowell's MII and one handful of redroot, chopped very fine. My
she do |ikew se when her time conmes to bear a child, and her labor will be as
easy as mne, and the fruit of it as perfect. So | believe.' "

That was all, and when | had read it, the silence grew and bl ossoned. Ml ly
took that last tablet fromny hands and held it in her two hands and stared at
it, as if reading things in the letters that | had not seen. | shifted ny feet,

and the scuffing recalled to her that | was there. Silently she gathered up all
her tablets and di sappeared with them once nore.

When she cane back, she wal ked swiftly to the shelf and took down two tal
beeswax tapers, and then to another shelf whence she took two fat pink candl es.

"I only need-"

"Shush. There's no charge for any of these. The sweetberry-bl ossom ones wil|
give you calmdreans. | very nmuch enjoy them and | think you will, too." Her
voice was friendly, but as she put theminto ny basket | knew she was waiting
for me to leave. Still, she walked to the door with ne, and opened it softly
lest it wake her father. "Goodbye, Newboy," she said, and then gave ne one rea
smle. "Nosegay. | never knew she called nme that. Nosebl eed, they called ne on
the streets. | suppose the ol der ones who knew what nane she had given ne
thought it was funny. And after a while they probably forgot it had ever been
anything else. Well. | don't care. | have it now. A name fromny nother."

"It suits you," | said in a sudden burst of gallantry, and then, as she
stared and the heat rose in nmy cheeks, | hurried away fromthe door. | was
surprised to find that it was |ate afternoon, nearly evening. | raced through
the rest of ny errands, begging the last itemon ny list, a weasel's skin,
through the shutters of the nmerchant's wi ndow. G udgingly he opened his door to
me, conplaining that he liked to eat his supper hot, but | thanked him so
profusely he nmust have believed ne a little daft.

I was hurrying up the steepest part of the road back to the keep when | heard
t he unexpected sounds of horses behind ne. They were coming up fromthe dock
section of town, and being ridden hard. It was ridiculous. No one kept horses in
town, for the roads were too steep and rocky to nmake them of nmuch use. Also, the
town was crowded into such a small area as to nmake riding a horse a vanity
rat her than a conveni ence. So these nust be horses fromthe keep's stables. |
stepped to one side of the road and waited, curious to see who would risk
Burrich's wath by riding horses at such speed on slick and uneven cobbles in
poor |ight.

To ny shock they were Regal and Verity on the matched bl acks that were
Burrich's pride. Verity carried a plunmed baton, such as nessengers to the keep
carried when the news they bore was of the utnost inportance. At sight of ne
standing quietly beside the road they both pulled in their horses so violently
that Regal's spun aside and nearly went down on his knees.
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"Burrich will have fits if you break that colt's knees," | cried out in
di smay, and ran toward him

Regal gave an inarticulate cry, and a half instant later Verity shakily
| aughed at him "You thought he was a ghost, same as |. Woa, |ad, you gave us a
turn, standing so quiet as that. And | ooking so nuch Iike him Ey, Regal?"

"Verity, you're a fool. Hold your tongue." Regal gave his nount's nouth a
vindictive jerk and then tugged his jerkin snooth again. "Wat are you doi ng out
on this road so |late, bastard? Just what do you think you' re up to, sneaking
away fromthe keep and into town at this hour?"

| was used to Regal's disdain for me. This sharp rebuke was sonet hi ng new,
however. Usually, he did little nore than avoid ne, or hold hinself away from ne
as if | were fresh manure. The surprise nade ne answer quickly, "I'mon ny way
back, not to, sir. |'ve been running errands for Fedwen." And | held up ny
basket as proof.

"OfF course you have." He sneered. "Such a likely tale. It's a bit too nmuch of
a coinci dence, bastard." Again he flung the word at ne.

I nust have | ooked both hurt and confused, for Verity snorted in his bluff
way and said, "Don't mnd him boy. You gave us both a bit of a turn. Ariver
ship just canme into town, flying the pennant for a special nmessage. And when
Regal and | rode down to get it, to and behold, it's fromPatience, to tell us
Chivalry's dead. Then, as we cone up the road, what do we see but the very inmage
of himas a boy, standing silent before us, and of course we were in that frane
of mind and-"

"You are such an idiot, Verity," Regal spat. "Trunpet it out for the whole
town to hear, before the King's even been told. And don't put ideas in the
bastard's head that he |ooks like Chivalry. Fromwhat | hear, he has ideas
enough, and we can thank our dear father for that. Cone on. W've got a nessage
to deliver."

Regal jerked his nmount's head up again and then set spurs to him | watched
himgo, and for an instant | swear all | thought was that | should go by the
stabl e when | got back to the keep, to check on the poor beast and see how badly
his mouth was bruised. But for sone reason | | ooked up at Verity and said, "My
father's dead."

He sat still on his horse. Bigger and bul kier than Regal, he still always sat
a horse better. | think it was the soldier in him He |ooked at nme in silence
for a nonent. Then he said, "Yes. My brother's dead." He granted ne that, ny
uncle, that instant of kinship, and | think that ever after it changed how | saw
the man. "Up behind nme, boy, and |I'Il take you back to the keep," he offered.

"No, thank you. Burrich would take ny hide off for riding a horse double on
this road."

"That he would, boy," Verity agreed kindly. Then: "I'msorry you found out
this way. | wasn't thinking. It does not seemit can be real." | caught a
glinmpse of his true grief, and then he | eaned forward and spoke to his horse and
it sprang forward. In nonents | was al one on the road again.

A fine nmisting rain began and the last natural light died, and still | stood
there. | | ooked up at the keep, black against the stars, with here and there a
bit of light spilling out. For a nonent | thought of setting ny basket down and
runni ng away, running off into the darkness and never com ng back. Wuld anyone
ever come | ooking for ne? | wondered. But instead | shifted ny basket to ny
ot her arm and began ny sl ow trudge back up the hill.

CHAPTER SEVEN
An Assi ghnent

THERE WERE RUMORS OF poi son when Queen Desire died. | choose to put in
witing here what | absolutely know as truth. Queen Desire did die of poisoning,
but it had been self-adninistered, over a |long period of tine, and was none of
her king's doing. Oten he had tried to di ssuade her fromusing intoxicants as
freely as she did. Physicians had been consulted, as well as herbalists, but no
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sooner had he persuaded her to desist fromone than she di scovered another to
try.

Toward the end of the |ast sumer of her |ife, she becane even nore reckl ess,
usi ng several kinds sinmultaneously and no | onger naking any attenpts to concea
her habits. Her behaviors were a great trial for Shrewd, for when she was drunk
with wine or incensed with snoke, she would nmake wild accusati ons and
inflammatory statements with no heed at all as to who was present or what the
occasi on was. One woul d have thought that her excesses toward the end of her
Iife would have disillusioned her followers. To the contrary, they declared
either that Shrewd had driven her to self-destruction or poisoned her hinself.
But | can say with conpl ete know edge that her death was not of the King's
doi ng.

Burrich cut my hair for mourning. He left it only a finger's width long. He
shaved his own head, even his beard and eyebrows, for his grief. The pale parts
of his head contrasted sharply with his ruddy cheeks and nose; it made hi ml ook
very strange, stranger even than the forest men who canme to town with their hair
stuck down with pitch and their teeth dyed red and black. Children stared at
those wild nen and whi spered to one another behind their hands as they passed,
but they cringed silently fromBurrich. | think it was his eyes. |'ve seen hol es
in a skull that had nore life in themthan Burrich's eyes had during those days.

Regal sent a man to 'rebuke Burrich for shaving his head and cutting nmy hair.
That was nourning for a crowned king, not for a nman who had abdi cated the
throne. Burrich stared at the man until he left. Verity cut a hand's width from
his hair and beard, as that was mourning for a brother. Some of the keep guards
cut varying lengths fromtheir braided queues, as a fighting nan does for a
fallen conrade. But what Burrich had done to hinself and to ne was extrene.
Peopl e stared. | wanted to ask himwhy | should mourn for a father | had never
even seen, for a father who had never conme to see ne, but a |look at his frozen
eyes and nouth and | hadn't dared. No one nmentioned to Regal the mourning | ock
he cut fromeach horse's mane, or the stinking fire that consuned all the
sacrificial hair. I had a sketchy idea that meant Burrich was sending parts of
our spirits along with Chivalry's; it was some custom he had fromhis
gr andnot her' s peopl e.

It was as if Burrich had died. A cold force animated his body, performng all
his tasks flawl essly but wi thout warnth or satisfaction. Underlings who had
fornmerly vied for the briefest nod of praise fromhimnow turned aside fromhis
gl ance, as if shaned for him Only Vixen did not forsake him The old bitch
slunk after hi mwherever he went, unrewarded by any | ook or touch, but always
there. | hugged her once, in synpathy, and even dared to quest toward her, but |
encountered only a nunbness frightening to touch mnds with. She grieved with
her nmaster.

The winter storms cut and snarled around the cliffs.

The days possessed a lifeless cold that denied any possibility of spring.
Chivalry was buried at Wthywods. There was a Gieving Fast at the keep, but it
was brief and subdued. It was nmore an observation of correct formthan a true
Gieving. Those who truly mourned himseened to be judged guilty of poor taste.
H's public Iife should have ended with his abdication; how tactless of himto
draw further attention to hinself by actually dying.

A full week after ny father died | awoke to the fanmliar draft fromthe

secret staircase and the yellow |ight that beckoned nme. | rose and hastened up
the stairs to nmy refuge. It would be good to get away fromall the strangeness,
to m ngle herbs and make strange snokes with Chade again. | needed no nore of

the odd suspension of self that 1'd felt since I'd heard of Chivalry's death.

But the worktable end of his chanmber was dark, its hearth was cold. |nstead,
Chade was seated before his own fire. He beckoned to ne to sit beside his chair.
| sat and | ooked up at him but he was staring at the fire. He lifted his

scarred hand and let it come to rest on ny quillish hair. For a while we just
sat like that, watching the fire together.
"Wl l, here we are, ny boy," he said at |ast, and then nothing nore, as if he

had said all he needed to. He ruffled nmy short hair.
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"Burrich cut nmy hair,"” | told himsuddenly.

"So | see.”

"I hate it. It prickles against ny pillow and | can't sleep. My hood won't
stay up. And | | ook stupid."”

"You | ook like a boy nmourning his father."

I was silent a nonment. | had thought of my hair as being a | onger version of
Burrich's extreme cut. But Chade was right. It was the length for a boy nourning
his father, not a subject nourning a king. That only nmade nme angrier

"But why should | nourn hinP" | asked Chade as | hadn't dared to ask Burrich
"I didn't even know him"

"He was your father."

"He got nme on sonme worman. Wien he found out about nme, he left. A father. He
never cared about nme." | felt defiant finally saying it out loud. It nade ne
furious, Burrich's deep wild nourning and now Chade's qui et sorrow.

"You don't know that. You only hear what the gossips say. You aren't old
enough to understand some things. You ve never seen a wild bird lure predators
away fromits young by pretending to be injured.”

"I don't believe that," | said, but | suddenly felt |less confident saying it.
"He never did anything to nmake nme think he cared about ne."
Chade turned to look at nme and his eyes were ol der, sunken and red. "If you

had known he'd cared, so would others. Wen you are a man, maybe you'l
under stand just how nuch that cost him To not know you in order to keep you
safe. To make his enenies ignore you."

"Well, 1'l'l "not know himto the end of ny days, now," | said sulkily.

Chade sighed. "And the end of your days will come a great deal l|ater than
they woul d have had he acknow edged you as an heir." He paused, then asked
cautiously, "What do you want to know about him nmy boy?"

"Everything. But how woul d you know?" The nore tol erant Chade was, the nore
surly | felt.

"I''ve known himall his life. 1've ... worked with him Mny times. Hand in
gl ove, as the saying goes."

"Were you the hand or the gl ove?"

No matter how rude | was, Chade refused to get angry. "The hand," he said
after a brief consideration. "The hand that noves unseen, cloaked by the vel vet
gl ove of diplonmacy."

"What do you nean?" Despite nyself, | was intrigued.

"Thi ngs can be done." Chade cleared his throat. "Things can happen that nake
di pl omacy easier. O that nmake a party nore willing to negotiate. Things can
happen . ...

My world turned over. Reality burst on ne as suddenly as a vision, the
full ness of what Chade was and what | was to be. "You mean one man can die, and
hi s successor can be easier to negotiate with because of it. More anenable to
our cause, because of fear or because of "

"Gratitude. Yes."

A cold horror shook ne as all the pieces suddenly fell into place. Al the
| essons and careful instructions and this is what they led to. | started to
rise, but Chade's hand suddenly gripped nmy shoul der

"Or a man can live, two years or five or a decade |onger than any thought he
could, and bring the wisdom and tol erance of age to the negotiations. O a babe
can be cured of a strangling cough, and the nother suddenly see with gratitude
that what we offer can be beneficial to all involved. The hand doesn't always
deal death, nmy boy. Not always."

"Often enough.”

"I never lied to you about that." | heard two things in Chade's voice that |
had never heard before. Defensiveness. And hurt. But youth is nerciless.

"I don't think I want to learn anynore fromyou. | think I'"'mgoing to go to
Shrewd and tell himto find soneone else to kill people for him"

"That is your decision to nmake. But | advise you against it, for now "

Hi s cal mess caught ne off guard. "Wy?"

"Because it would negate all Chivalry tried to do for you. It would draw
attention to you. And right now, that's not a good idea." H s words cane
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ponderously slow, freighted with truth.

"Way?" | found | was whispering.

"Because sone will be wanting to wite finis to Chivalry's story conpletely.
And that woul d be best done by elimnating you. Those ones wi |l be watchi ng how
you react to your father's death. Does it give you i deas and nmake you restl ess?
W1l you becone a probl em now, the way he was?"

"What ?"

"My boy," he said, and pulled ne close against his side. For the first tine |
heard the possession in his words. "It is a tinme for you to be quiet and
careful. | understand why Burrich cut your hair, but in truth I w sh he had not.
I wish no one had been rem nded that Chivalry was your father. You are such a
hatchling yet ... but listen to ne. For now, change nothing that you do. Wit
six nonths, or a year. Then decide. But for now"

"How did ny father die?"

Chade' s eyes searched ny face. "Did you not hear that he fell froma horse?"

"Yes. And | heard Burrich curse the man who told it, saying that Chivalry
woul d not fall, nor would that horse throw him"

"Burrich needs to guard his tongue."

"Then how did ny father die?"

"I don't know. But like Burrich, | do not believe he fell froma horse."
Chade fell silent. | sank down to sit by his bony bare feet and stare into his
fire.

"Are they going to kill ne, too?"

He was silent a long while. "I don't know. Not if I can help it. | think they
must first convince King Shrewd it is necessary. And if they do that, | shal
know of it."

"Then you think it comes fromw thin the keep."

"l do." Chade waited long, but | was silent, refusing to ask. He answered
anyway. "I knew nothing of it before it happened. | had no hand in it in any
way. They didn't even approach ne about it. Probably because they know | would
have done nore than just refuse. | would have seen to it that it never
happened. "

"Ch." | relaxed a little. But already he had trained ne too well in the ways
of court thinking. "Then they probably won't conme to you if they decide they
want nme done. They'd be afraid of your warning ne as well."

He took ny chin in his hand and turned ny face so that | |ooked into his
eyes. "Your father's death should be all the warning you need, now or ever
You're a bastard, boy. We're always a risk and a vulnerability. W're al ways
expendabl e. Except when we are an absol ute necessity to their own security. |'ve
taught you quite a bit, these |last few years. But hold this | esson closest and
keep it always before you. If ever you make it so they don't need you, they wll
kill you."

| looked at himw de-eyed. "They don't need ne now. "

"Don't they? | grow old. You are young, and tractable, with the face and
bearing of the royal famly. As long as you don't show any inappropriate
anbitions, you'll be fine." He paused, then carefully enphasized, "W are the
King's, boy. H's exclusively, in a way perhaps you have not thought about. No
one knows what | do and nobst have forgotten who I am O was. |If any know of us,
it is fromthe King."

| sat putting it cautiously together. "Then ... you said it came fromw thin
the keep. But if you were not used, then it was not fromthe King .... The
Queen!" | said it with sudden certainty.

Chade' s eyes guarded his thoughts. "That's a dangerous assunption to nake.
Even nore dangerous if you think you nust act on it in sone way."

n \My?ll
Chade sighed. "Wen you spring to an idea, and decide it is truth, wthout
evi dence, you blind yourself to other possibilities. Consider themall, boy.

Perhaps it was an accident. Perhaps Chivalry was killed by soneone he had
of fended at Wthywiods. Perhaps it had nothing to do with himbeing a prince. O
per haps the King has another assassin, one | know nothing about, and it was the
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King's own hand agai nst his son."

"You don't believe any of those," | said with certainty.

"No. | don't. Because | have no evidence to declare themtruth. Just as
have no evidence to say your father's death was the Queen's hand striking."

That is all | renmenber of our conversation then. But | am sure that Chade had
deliberately led ne to consider who m ght have acted against ny father, to
instill in ne a greater wariness of the Queen. | held the thought close to ne,
and not just in the days that imediately followed. | kept nyself to ny chores,

and slowy ny hair grew, and by the beginning of real sunmer all seened to have
returned to nornmal. Once every few weeks | would find nyself sent off to town on
errands. | soon cane to see that no matter who sent nme, one or two itens on the
list wound up in Chade's quarters, so | guessed who was behind nmy little bouts
of freedom | did not nanage to spend tine with Molly every time | went to town,
but it was enough for ne that | would stand outside the wi ndow of her shop unti
she noticed ne, and at | east exchange a nod. Once | heard soneone in the market
tal ki ng about the quality of her scented candles, and how no one had nade such a
pl easant and heal thful taper since her nmother's day. And | smiled for her and
was gl ad.

Sunmer cane, bringing warner weather to our coasts, and with it the
Qutislanders. Sonme canme as honest traders, with cold |l ands' goods to trade-furs
and anber and ivory and kegs of oil-and tall tales to share, ones that stil
could prickle ny neck just as they had when | was snmall. Qur sailors did not
trust them and called them spies and worse. But their goods were rich, and the
gol d they brought to purchase our wi nes and grains was solid and heavy, and our
merchants took it.

And ot her CQutislanders also visited our shores, though not too close to
Buckkeep hol d. They canme with knives and torches, with bows and rans, to plunder
and rape the same villages they had been plundering and raping for years.
Sonetinmes it seenmed an el aborate and bl oody contest, they to find villages
unawar e or underarmed and for us to lure themin with seeningly vul nerabl e
targets and then slaughter and plunder the pirates thenselves. But if it were a
contest, it went very badly for us that sumer. My every visit to town was heavy
with the news of destruction and the nutterings of the people.

Up at the keep, anong the nen-at-arns, there was a collective feeling of
doltishness that | shared. The Qutislanders eluded our patrol ships with ease

and never fell into our traps. They struck where we were undermanned and | east
expecting it. Mst disconfited of all was Verity, for to himhad fallen the task
of defending the kingdomonce Chivalry had abdicated. | heard it nmuttered in the

taverns that since he had |ost his elder brother's good counsel, all had gone
sour. No one spoke against Verity yet; but it was unsettling that no one spoke
out strongly for himeither.

Boyi shly, | viewed the raids as a thing inpersonal to nme. Certainly they were
bad things, and | felt sorry in a vague way for those villagers whose hones were
torched or plundered. But secure at Buckkeep, | had very little feeling for the

constant fear and vigilance that other seaports endured, or for the agonies of
vill agers who rebuilt each year, only to see their efforts torched the next. |
was not to keep ny ignorant innocence |ong.

I went down to Burrich for nmy "l esson" one norning, though | spent as nuch
time doctoring animals and teaching young colts and fillies as | did in being
taught. | had very nuch taken over Cob's place in the stables, while he had gone
on to being Regal's groom and dog man. But that day, to ny surprise, Burrich
took ne upstairs to his roomand sat ne down at his table. | dreaded spending a
tedi ous norning repairing tack.

"I'"'mgoing to teach you manners today," Burrich announced suddenly. There was
doubt in his voice, as if he were skeptical of my ability to | earn such

"Wth horses?" | asked incredul ously.

"No. You've those already. Wth people. At table, and afterward, when fol k
sit and talk with one another. Those sorts of nanners."

"\ 2"

Burrich frowned. "Because for reasons | don't understand, you're to acconpany
Verity when he goes to Neatbay to see Duke Kel var of Rippon. Lord Kel var has not
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been cooperating with Lord Shenshy in manning the coastal towers. Shenshy
accuses himof |eaving towers conpletely w thout watches, so that the
Qutislanders are able to sail past and even anchor outside of Watch Island, and
fromthere raid Shenshy's villages in Shoaks Duchy.

Prince Verity is going to consult with Kelvar about these allegations.”

| grasped the situation conpletely. It was common gossip around Buckkeep
Town. Lord Kelvar of Ri ppon Duchy had three watchtowers in his keeping. The two
that bracketed the points of Neatbay were always well manned, for they protected
the best harbor in Ri ppon Duchy. But the tower on Watch Island protected little
of Ri ppon that was worth nuch to Lord Kelvar; his high and rocky coastline
sheltered few villages, and woul d-be raiders would have a hard tinme keeping
their ships off the rocks while raiding. H's southern coast was sel dom bot her ed.
Watch Island itself was hone to little nore than gulls, goats, and a hefty
popul ation of clans. Yet the tower there was critical to the early defense of
Sout hcove in Shoaks Duchy. It commanded views of both the inner and outer
channel s, and was placed on a natural summt that allowed its beacon fires to be
easily seen fromthe mainland. Shenshy hinself had a watchtower on Egg |sland,
but Egg was little nore than a bit of sand that stuck up above the waves on high
tide. It conmanded no real view of the water, and was constantly in need of
repair fromthe shifting of the sands and the occasional stormtide that
overwhelnmed it. But it could see a watch-fire warning |ight fromWtch I|sland
and send the nessage on. As long as Watch Island Tower lit such a fire.

Traditionally, the fishing grounds and cl amm ng beaches of Watch Island were
the territory of Ri ppon Duchy, and so the nmanning of the watchtower there had
fallen to Ri ppon Duchy as well. But maintaining a garrison there neant bringing
in men and their victuals, and al so supplying wood and oil for the beacon fires,
and maintaining the tower itself fromthe savage ocean storns that swept across
the barren little island. It was an unpopul ar duty station for nen-at-arns, and
runor had it that to be stationed there was a subtle form of punishnent for
unruly or unpolitical garrisons. Mre than once when in his cups, Kelvar had
declainmed that if manning the tower was so inportant to Shoaks Duchy, then Lord
Shenshy should do it hinself. Not that Ri ppon Duchy was interested in
surrendering the fishing grounds off the island or the rich shellfish beds.

So when Shoaks's villages were raided, without warning, in an early spring
spree that destroyed all hopes of the fields being planted on tine, as well as
saw nost of the pregnant sheep either slaughtered, stolen, or scattered, Lord
Shenshy had protested loudly to the King that Kelvar had been lax in manning his
towers. Kelvar denied it, and asserted that the small force he had installed
there was suitable for a location that sel dom needed to be defended. "Watchers,
not soldiers, are what Watch Island Tower requires," he had declared. And for
that purpose, he had recruited a nunber of elderly men and wonen to nman the
tower. A handful of them had been soldiers, but nobst were refugees from Neat bay;
debtors and pi ckpockets and agi ng whores, sone decl ared, while supporters of
Kel var asserted they were but elderly citizens in need of secure enpl oynent.

Al this | knew better fromtavern gossip and Chade's political |ectures than
Burrich could imagine. But | bit nmy tongue and sat through his detailed and
strai ned explanation. Not. for the first tine | realized he considered ne
slightly slow. My silences he nmistook for a lack of wit rather than a | ack of
any need to speak.

So now, | aboriously, Burrich began to instruct me in the nanners that, he
told nme, nost other boys picked up sinply by being around their elders. | was to
greet people when | first encountered themeach day, or if | walked into a room
and found it occupied; nelting silently away was not polite. | should call folk
by their nanes, and if they were older than nme or of higher political station,
as, he renminded ne, alnbst anyone | net on this journey would be, | should
address themby title as well. Then he inundated nme with protocol; who could
precede ne out of a room and under what circunstances (al nost anyone, and under
al rost all conditions, had precedent over ne). And on to the manners of the
table. To pay attention to where | was seated; to pay attention to whoever
occupi ed the high seat at that table and pace ny dining accordingly; howto

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (59 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

drink a toast, or a series of toasts, w thout overindul ging nyself. And how to
speak engagingly, or nore likely, to listen attentively, to whoever m ght be
seated near nme at dinner. And on. And on. Until | began to daydream w stfully of
endl essly cl eani ng tack.

Burrich recalled ny attention with a sharp poke. "And you're not to do that,
either. You look an inbecile, sitting there nodding with your mnd el sewhere.
Don't fancy no one notices when you do that. And don't glare |like that when
you're corrected. Sit up straight, and put a pleasant expression on your face.
Not a vacuous smile, you dolt. Ah, Fitz, what am| to do with you? How can
protect you when you invite troubles on yourself? And why do they want to take
you of f like this anyway?"

The last two questions, put to hinself, betrayed his real concern. Perhaps
was a trifle stupid not to have seen it. He wasn't going. | was. For no good
reason that he could discern. Burrich had |lived | ong enough near court to be
very cautious. For the first tinme since he had been entrusted with ny care,
was being renmoved from his watchful ness. It had not been so |long since ny father
had been buried. And so he wondered, though he didn't dare say, whether | would
be com ng back or if soneone was naking the opportunity to quietly dispose of
me. | realized what a blowto his pride and reputation it would be if | were to
be "vanished." So | sighed, and then carefully comrented that perhaps they
wanted an extra hand with the horses and dogs. Verity went nowhere w thout Leon,
hi s wol fhound. Only two days before he had conplinented ne on how well | nanaged
him This | repeated to Burrich, and it was gratifying to see how well this
smal | subterfuge worked. Relief flooded his face, then pride that he had taught
me well. The topic instantly shifted fromnanners to the correct care of the
wol f hound. If the lectures on manners had wearied ne, the repetition of hound
| ore was al nost painfully tedi ous. When he released nme to go to ny other
| essons, | left with winged feet.

I went through the rest of the day in a distracted haze that, had Hod
threatening me with a good whipping if | didn't attend to what | was doing. Then
she shook her head over ne, sighed, and told ne to run along and come back when
I had a nind again. | was only too happy to obey her. The thought of actually
| eavi ng Buckkeep and j ourneying, journeying all the way to Neatbay was all
could fit inside ny head. | knew I should wonder why | was going, but felt sure
Chade woul d advi se nme soon. Wuld we go by land or by sea? | wished | had asked
Burrich. The roads to Neatbay were not the best, I'd heard, but | wouldn't m nd.
Sooty and | had never been on a long journey together. But a sea trip, on a rea
ship ...

I took the Iong way back to the keep, up a path that went through a lightly
wooded bit of rocky hillside. Paper birches struggled there, and a few al der,
but mostly it was nondescript brush. Sunlight and a |ight breeze were playing

toget her in the higher branches, giving the day a fey and dappled air. | lifted
my eyes to the dazzle of sun through the birch | eaves, and when | | ooked down,
the King's fool stood before ne.

| stopped in ny tracks, astonished. Reflexively, | |ooked for the King,

despite how ridiculous it would have been to find himhere. But the Fool was

al one. And outside, in the daylight! The thought nmade the hair on ny arns and
neck stand up in ny tightened skin. It was commopn know edge in the keep that the
King's fool could not abide the Iight of day. Commobn know edge. Yet, despite
what every page and kitchen maid nattered knowi ngly, there stood the Fool, pale
hair floating in the Iight breeze. The blue and red silk of his notley jacket
and trousers was startlingly bright against his pal eness. But his eyes were not
as colorless as they were in the di mpassages of the keep. As | received their

stare fromonly a few feet away in the light of day, | perceived there was a
bl ueness to them very pale, as if a single drop of pale blue wax had fallen
onto a white platter. The whiteness of his skin was an illusion also, for out
here in the dappling sunlight | could see a pinkness suffused himfrom wthin.
Blood, | realized with a sudden quailing. Red blood show ng through | ayers of
ski n.

The Fool took no notice of ny whispered corment. |Instead, a finger was held
aloft, as if to pause not only ny thoughts but the very day around us. But |
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could not have focused ny attention nore conpletely on anything, and when he was
satisfied of this, the Fool smled, showing small white separate teeth, like a
baby's new smle in a boy's nouth.

"Fitz!" he intoned in a piping voice. "Fitz fitz fice fitz. Fatz sfitz." He
stopped abruptly, and again gave ne that smle. | stared back uncertainly,
wi t hout word or novenent.

Again the finger soared aloft, and this tine was shaken at ne. "Fitz! Fitz
fix fice fitz. Fats sfitzes." He cocked his head at me, and the novenent sent
the dandelion fluff of his hair wafting in a new direction

I was beginning to lose ny fear of him "Fitz," | said carefully, and tapped
my chest with ny forefinger. "Fitz, that's ne. Yes. My nane is Fitz. Are you
lost?" | tried to make ny voice gentle and reassuring so as not to alarmthe

poor creature. For surely he had sonehow wandered of f fromthe keep, and that
was why he seenmed so delighted to find a famliar face.

He took a breath through his nose, and then shook his head violently, unti
his hair stood out all around his skull like a flame around a w ndbl own candl e.
"Fitz!" he said enphatically, his voice cracking a little. "Fitz fitzes fyces
fitz. Fatzafices."

"It's all right," | said soothingly. |I crouched a bit, though in reality I
was not that nuch taller than the Fool. | , made a soft beckoning notion with ny
open hand. "Cone along, then. Cone along. |I'Il show you the way back hone. Al

right? Don't be afraid now "

Abruptly the Fool dropped his hands to his sides. Then he lifted his face and
rolled his eyes at the heavens. He | ooked back at ne fixedly and poked his nouth
out as if he wanted to spit.

"Cone along now." | beckoned to him again.

"No," he said, quite plainly in an exasperated voice. "Listen to ne, you

ot. Fitz fixes fyces fitz. Fatsafices."

"What ?" | asked, startl ed.

"l said," he enunciated elaborately. "Fitz fixes fyce fits. Fat suffices." He
bowed, turned, and began to walk away fromne, up the trail

"Wait!" | demanded. My ears were turning red with nmy enbarrassnment. How do
you politely explain to soneone that you had believed for years that he was a
nmoron as well as a fool? | couldn't. So: "Wiat does all that fitzy-ficeys stuff
mean? Are you making fun of ne?"

"Hardly." He paused | ong enough to turn and say, "Fitz fixes feists fits. Fat
suffices. It's a nessage, | believe. Acalling for a significant act. As you are
the only one | know who endures being called Fitz, | believe it's for you. As
for what it neans, how should I know? I'ma fool, not an interpreter of dreans.
Good day." Again he turned away fromne, but this time instead of continuing up
the path, he stepped off it, into a clunp of buckbrush. | hurried after him but
when | got to where he had left the path, he was gone. | stood still, peering
into the open, sun-dappled woods, thinking | should see a bush still swaying
fromhis passage, or catch a glinpse of his notley jacket. But there was no sign
of him

And no sense at all to his silly nessage. | mulled over the strange encounter
all the way back to the keep, but inthe end | set it aside as a strange but
random occurrence.

Not that night, but the next, Chade called ne. Burning with curiosity,
raced up the stairs. But when | reached the top, | halted, know ng that ny
questions would have to wait. For there sat Chade at the stone table, Slink
perched atop his shoul ders, and a new scroll hal f-unwound on the table before
him A glass of w ne weighted one end as his crooked finger traveled slowy down
sonme sort of listing. | glanced at it as | passed. It was a list of villages and
dat es.

Beneath each village nane was a tally-so many warriors, so many nerchants, so
many sheep or casks of ale or neasures of grain, and so on. | sat down on the
opposite side of the table and waited. | had | earned not to interrupt Chade.

"My boy," he said softly, w thout |ooking up fromthe scroll. "What would you
do if some ruffian wal ked up behind you and rapped you on the head? But only

i di
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when your back was turned. How woul d you handle it?"

I thought briefly. "I'd turn ny back and pretend to be | ooking at sonething
else. Only 1'd have a long, thick stick in nmy hands. So when he rapped ine, |I'd
spin around and break his head."

"Hm Yes. Well, we tried that. But no matter how nonchal ant we are, the
Quti sl anders al ways seemto know when we are baiting them and never attack
Wwell, actually, we've managed to fool one or two of the ordinary raiders. But
never the Red-Ship Raiders. And those are the ones we want to hurt."

"\ 2"

"Because they are the ones that are hurting us the worst. You see, boy, we
are used to being raided. You could al nbst say that we've adapted to it. Plant
an extra acre, weave another bolt of cloth, raise an extra steer. Qur farners
and townsfol k always try to put a bit extra by, and when soneone's barn gets
burned or a warehouse is torched in the confusion of a raid, everyone turns out
to raise the beans again. But the Red-Ship Raiders aren't just stealing, and
destroying in the process of stealing. They're destroying, and what they
actually carry off with them seens al nost incidental." Chade paused and stared
at a wall as if seeing through it.

"I't nakes no sense," he continued bemusedly, nore to hinself than to ne. "Or
at least no sense that | can unravel. It's like killing a cow that bears a good
calf every year. Red-Ship Raiders torch the grain and hay still standing in the
fields. They slaughter the stock they can't carry off. Three weeks ago, in
Tonmsby, they set fire to the mll and slashed open the sacks of grain and fl our
t here.

Where's the profit in that for then? Wiy do they risk their lives sinply to
destroy? They' ve made no effort to take and hold territory; they have no
gri evance agai nst us that they've ever uttered. A thief you can guard against,
but these are randomkillers and destroyers. Tornsby won't be rebuilt; the folk
that survived have neither the will nor the resources. They've noved on, sone to
famly in other towns, others to be beggars in our cities. It's a pattern we're
seeing too often."

He sighed, and then shook his head to clear it. Wen he | ooked up, he focused
on me totally. It was a knack Chade had. He could set aside a problem so
conpl etely you woul d swear he had forgotten it. Now he announced, as if it were
his only care, "You'll be acconpanying Verity when he goes to reason with Lord
Kel var at Neat bay."

"So Burrich told me. But he wondered, and so do |I. Wy?"

Chade | ooked perplexed. "Didn't you conplain a few nonths ago that you had
weari ed of Buckkeep and wi shed to see nore of the Six Duchies?"

"Certainly. But | rather doubt that that is why Verity is taking nme."

Chade snorted. "As if Verity paid any attention as to who nmakes up his
retinue. He has no patience with the details; and hence none of Chivalry's
genius for handling people. Yet Verity is a good soldier, and in the long run,
perhaps that will be what we need. No, you are right. Verity has no inkling as
to why you are going ... yet. Shrewd will tell himyou are trained as a spy. And
that is all, for now He and | have consulted together upon this. Are you ready
to begin repaying all he has done for you? Are you ready to begin your service
for the famly?"

He said it so calmy and | ooked at nme so openly that it was al nost easy to be
calmas | asked, "WII| | have to kill someone?"

"Perhaps."” He shifted in his chair. "You'll have to decide that. Deciding and
then doing it ... it's different fromsinply being told, "That is the man and it
must be done. It's nuch harder, and I'mnot all that sure you're ready."

"Whuld | ever be ready?" | tried to smile, and grinned |like a muscle spasm |
tried to wipe it away, and couldn't. A strange quiver passed through ne.

"Probably not." Chade fell silent, and then decided that | had accepted the
mssion. "You'll go as an attendant for an el derly nobl ewoman who is al so goi ng
along, to visit relatives in Neatbay. It will not be too heavy a task for you
She is very elderly and her health is not good. Lady Thynme travels in a closed
litter. You will ride beside it, to see she is not jolted too nuch, to bring her
water if she asks for it, and to see to any other such small requests.”
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"It doesn't sound too different fromcaring for Verity's wol fhound. "

Chade paused, then smled. "Excellent. That will fall to you as well. Becone
i ndi spensabl e to everyone on this journey. Then you will have reasons to go
everywhere and hear everything, and no one will question your presence."

"And ny real task?"

"To listen and learn. It seens to both Shrewd and ne that these Red-Ship
Rai ders are too well acquainted with our strategies and strengths. Kelvar has
recently begrudged the funds to staff the Watch Island Tower properly. Twi ce he
has neglected it, and twi ce have the coast villages of Shoaks Duchy paid for his
negl i gence. Has he gone beyond negligence to treachery? Does Kelvar confer with
the eneny to his profit? W want you to sniff about and see what you can
discover. If all you find is innocence, or if you have but strong suspicions,
bring news back to us. But if you discover treachery, and you are certain of it,
then we cannot be rid of himtoo soon."

"And the neans?" | was not sure that was nmy voice. It was so casual, so
cont ai ned.

"l have prepared a powder, tasteless in a dish, colorless in a wine. W trust
to your ingenuity and discretion in applying it." He lifted a cover froman
earthenware dish on the table. Wthin it was a packet made of very fine paper,
thinner and finer than anything Fedwen had ever shown ne. Qdd, how ny first
t hought was how much ny scribe master would love to work with paper |ike that.
Wthin the packet was the finest of white powders. It clung to the paper and
floated in the air. Chade shielded his nouth and nose with a cloth as he tapped
a careful neasure of it into a twist of oiled paper. He held it out to ne, and
took death upon ny open pal m

"And how does it work?"

"Not too quickly. He will not fall dead at the table, if that is what you are

asking. But if he lingers over his cup, he will feel ill. Know ng Kelvar,
suspect he will take his bubbling stomach to bed, and never awaken in the
nor ni ng. "

| slipped it into ny pocket. "Does Verity know anything of this?"

Chade considered. "Verity is as good as his nane. He could not sit at table
with a man he was poi soning and conceal it. No, in this endeavor, stealth wll
serve us better than truth." He |ooked ne directly in the eyes. "You will work
al one, with no counsel other than your own."

"l see." | shifted on ny tall wooden stool. "Chade?"

"Yes?"

"I's this how it was for you? Your first tinme?"

He | ooked down at his hands, and for a nonent he fingered the angry red scars
that dotted the back of his left hand. The silence grew long, but | waited.

"I was a year older than you are," he said at last. "And it was sinply the
doing of it, not the deciding if it should be done. |Is that enough for you?"

I was suddenly enbarrassed w thout knowi ng why. "I suppose,” | mnunbl ed.

"Good. | know you neant no harmby it, boy. But nen don't talk about tines
spent anong the pillows with a |ady. And assassins don't talk about ... our
busi ness. "

"Not even teacher to pupil?”

Chade | ooked away fromne, to a dark corner of the ceiling. "No." After a
nmonent nore he added, "Two weeks from now, you'll perhaps understand why." And
that was all we ever said about it. By ny count, | was thirteen years ol d.

CHAPTER EI GHT
Lady Thyne

A H STORY OF THE DUCHI ES is a study of their geography. The court scribe of
Ki ng Shrewd, one Fedwen, was very fond of this saying. | cannot say | have ever
found it wong. Perhaps all histories are recountings of natural boundaries. The
seas and ice that stood between us and the Qutislanders nade us separate peopl es
and the rich grasslands and fertile nmeadows of the Duchies created the riches
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that nade us enemies; perhaps that woul d be the first chapter of a history of
the Duchies. The Bear and the Vin rivers are what created the rich vineyards and
orchards of Tilth, as surely as the Painted Edges Muntains rising above
Sandsedge both sheltered and isolated the folk there and | eft them vulnerable to
our organi zed arm es.

| jerked awake before the noon had surrendered her reign over the sky, amazed
that | had slept at all. Burrich had supervised nmy travel preparations so
thoroughly the night before that, had it been left to nme, | would have departed
a mnute after I had swal |l owed ny norning porridge

But such is not the way when a group of folk set out together to do anything.
The sun was well over the horizon before we were all assenbl ed and ready.

"Royal ty," Chade had warned me, "never travels light. Verity goes on this
journey with the weight of the King's sword behind him Al folk who see him
pass know that wi thout being told. The news nmust run ahead to Kelvar, and to
Shenshy. The inperial hand is about to reconcile their differences. They nust
both be left w shing they had never had any differences at all. That is the
trick of good government. To nake folk desire to live in such a way that there
is no need for its intervention."

So Verity traveled with a ponp that clearly irritated the soldier in him Hs
pi cked troop of men wore his colors as well as the Farseer buck badges, and rode
ahead of the regular troops. To ny young eyes, that was inpressive enough. But
to keep the inpact frombeing too martial, Verity brought with himnoble
compani ons to provide conversation and diversion at the end of the day. Hawks
and hounds with their handl ers, nusicians and bards, one puppeteer, those who
fetched and carried for the lords and | adies, those who saw to their garments
and hair and the cooking of favorite dishes; baggage beasts; all trailed behind
the wel | -mount ed nobl es, and nade the tail of our procession

My pl ace was about midway in the procession. | sat a restive Sooty beside an
ornate litter borne between two sedate gray gel dings. Hands, one of the brighter
stabl e boys, had been assigned a pony and given charge of the horses bearing the
litter. I would manage our baggage nmule and see to the litter's occupant. This
was the very elderly Lady Thyne, who | had never met before. Wen she at |ast
appeared to nmount her litter, she was so swathed in cloaks, veils, and scarves
that | received only the inpression that she was elderly in a gaunt rather than
pl ump way, and that her perfume caused Sooty to sneeze. She settled herself in
the litter ami dst a nest of cushions, blankets, furs, and waps, then
i medi ately ordered that the curtains be drawn and fastened despite the fineness
of the morning. The two little maids who had attended her darted happily away,
and | was left, her sole servant. My heart sank. | had expected at |east one of
themto travel within the litter with her. Who was going to see to her persona
needs when her pavilion was set up? | had no notion as to waiting on a woman,
let alone a very elderly one. | resolved to follow Burrich's advice for a young
man dealing with elderly wonmen: be attentive and polite, cheerful and pl easant
of men. Ad women were easily won over by a personable young man. Burrich said

so. | approached the litter.

"Lady Thyne? Are you confortable?" | inquired. A long interval passed with no
response. Perhaps she was slightly deaf. "Are you confortable?" | asked nore
| oudl y.

"Stop bothering me, young man!" was the surprisingly vehement response. "If I
want you, "Il tell you."

"l beg pardon," | quickly apol ogi zed.

"Stop bothering me, | said!" she rasped indignantly. And added in an
undertone, "Stupid churl.”

At this, | had the sense to be quiet, though ny dismy increased tenfold. So
much for a merry and conpani onable ride. Eventually | heard the homs cry out and
saw Verity's pennant lifted far ahead of us. Dust drifting back told ne that our
foreguard had begun the journey. Long m nutes passed before the horses in front
of us noved. Hands started the litter horses and | chirruped to Sooty. She
stepped out eagerly and the mule foll owed resignedly.

I well recall that day. | renenber the dust hanging thick in the air from al
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those who preceded us, and how Hands and | conversed in | owered voices, for the
first tinme we | aughed al oud, Lady Thyne scol ded, "Stop that noise!" | also
renenber bright blue skies arching fromhill to hill as we followed the gentle
undul ati ons of the coast road. There were breathtaking views of the sea fromthe
hilltops, and flower-scented air thick and drowsy in the vales. There were al so
the shepherdesses, all in a row atop a stone wall to giggle and point and bl ush
at us while we passed. Their fleecy charges dotted the hillside behind them and
Hands and | exclained softly at the way they had bundl ed their bright skirts to
one side and knotted themup, l|eaving their knees and | egs bare to the sun and
wi nd. Sooty was restive and bored with our slow pace, while poor Hands was
constantly nudging his old pony in the ribs to make it keep up

We stopped twice during the day to allow riders to di snmount and stretch and
to let the horses water. Lady Thyne did not energe fromher litter, but one tine

tartly rem nded ne that | shoul d have brought her water by now. | bit nmy tongue
and fetched her a drink. It was as close as we canme to conversati on.
We halted when the sun was still above the horizon. Hands and | erected Lady

Thyme's smal | pavilion while she dined within her litter froma w cker basket of
cold nmeat, cheese, and wine that she had thoughtfully provided for herself.
Hands and | fared nore poorly, on soldier's rations of hard bread and harder
cheese and dried nmeat. In the mdst of ny neal, Lady Thyme dermanded that |
escort her fromthe litter to her pavilion. She enmerged draped and veiled as if
for a blizzard. Her finery was of varying colors and degrees of age, but all had
been both expensive and well cut at one time. Now, as she | eaned heavily on me
and tottered along, | snelled a repul sive congl oneration of dust and m | dew and
perfume, with an underlying scent of urine. She tartly disnissed ne at the door
and warned ne that she had a knife and would use it if | attenpted to enter and
bot her her in any way. "And well do | know how to use it, young man!" she

t hreat ened ne.

Qur sl eepi ng accommodati ons were al so the sane as the soldiers': the ground
and our cloaks. But the night was fine and we nade a snmall fire. Hands teased
and gi ggl ed about ny supposed lust for Lady Thyne and the knife that awaited ne
if | should attenpt to satisfy it. That led to a westling nmatch between us,
until Lady Thyme shrilled threats at us for keeping her awake. Then we spoke
softly as Hands told nme that no one had envied ny assignnent to her; that anyone
who had ever journeyed with her avoided her ever after. He warned me al so that
my worst task was yet to conme, but adamantly refused, though his eyes brimred
with tears of laughter, to et me know what it was

| fell asleep easily, for boy like, |I had put ny true mssion out of nmy head
until | should have to face it.

| awoke at dawn to the twittering of birds and the overwhel ming stench of a
bri mm ng chanber pot outside Lady Thyne's pavilion. Though ny stonmach had been
har dened by cl eani ng stabl es and kennels, it was all | could force nyself to do
to dunp it and cleanse it before returning it to her. By then she was harping at
me through the tent door that | had not yet brought her water, hot or cold, nor
cooked her porridge, whose ingredients she had set out. Hands had di sappeared,
to share the troop's fire and rations, leaving ne to deal with ny tyrant. By the
time | had served her on a tray that she assured nme was slovenly arranged, and
cl eaned the dishes and pot and returned all to her, the rest of the procession
was al nost ready to | eave. But she would not allow her pavilion to be struck
until she was safely within her litter. W acconplished that packing in frantic
haste and | found nyself finally on ny horse without a crunb of breakfast inside
ne.

I was ravenous after ny norning's work. Hands regarded ny glum face with sone
synpat hy and notioned ne to ride closer to him He | eaned over to speak to ne.

"Everyone but us had heard of her before.” This with a furtive nod toward
Lady Thyne's litter. "The stench she nmakes every norning is a | egend. Witel ock
says she used to go along on a lot of Chivalry's trips .... She has relatives
all over the Six Duchies, and not rmuch to do except go visit them Al the nen
in the troop say they learned a long tinme ago to stay out of her range or she
puts themto a bunch of useless errands. Oh, and Wiitel ock sent you this. He
says not to expect to sit down and eat as long as you're tending her. But he'l
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try to set aside a bit for you each norning.
Hands passed ne a wad of canp bread with three rashers of bacon greasily cold

inside it. It tasted wonderful. | wolfed down the first few bites greedily.
"Churl!" shrilled Lady Thyne frominside her pavilion. "Wat are you doing up
there? Discussing your betters, |'ve no doubt. Get back to your position! How

are you to see to ny needs if you're gallivanting ahead |ike that?"

I quickly reined Sooty in and dropped back to a position al ongside the
litter. I swallowed a great |unp of bread and bacon and managed to ask, "Is
t here anything your |adyship requires?"

"Don't talk with your nouth full," she snapped. "And stop bothering ne.
Stupid clod.”

And so it went. The road followed the coastline, and at our |eaden pace it
took us a full five days to reach Neatbay. O her than two small villages, our
scenery consi sted of wi ndswept cliffs, gulls, neadows, and occasional stands of
twi sted and stunted trees. Yet to me it seenmed full of beauties and wonders, for
every bend in the road brought ne to a place | had never seen before.

As our journey wore on, Lady Thyne becane nore tyrannical. By the fourth day
she had a constant stream of conplaints, few of which | could do anything about.
Her litter swayed too nuch; it was nmaking her ill. The water | brought froma
streamwas too cold, that fromnmy own water bags too warm The nmen and horses
ahead of us were raising too much dust; they were doing it on purpose, she was
sure. And tell themto stop singing those rude songs. Wth her to deal with
had no tinme to think about killing or not killing Lord Kelvar, even if | had
wanted to.

Early on the fifth day we saw the rising snoke of Neatbay. By noon we could
pi ck out the larger buildings and the Neatbay watchtower on the cliffs above the
town. Neatbay was a much gentler piece of |and than Buckkeep. Qur road wound
down through a wide valley. The blue waters of Neatbay itself opened wi de before
us. The beaches were sandy, and their fishing fleet was all shallow draft
vessels with flat bottonms, or spunky little dories that rode the waves |ike
gulls. Neatbay didn't have the deep anchorage that Buckkeep did, so it was not
the shipping and trading port that we were, but all the sane it seened to ne it
woul d have been a fine place to |ive.

Kel var sent an honor guard to neet us, so there was a delay as they exchanged
formalities with Verity's troops. "Like two dogs sniffing each other's bung
hol es, " Hands observed sourly. By standing in ny stirrups, | was able to see far
enough down the line to observe the official posturings, and grudgi ngly nodded
my agreenent. Eventually we got under way again, and were soon riding through
the streets of Neatbay Town itself.

Everyone el se proceeded straight up to Kelvar's keep, but Hands and | were
obliged to escort Lady Thyne's litter through several back streets to reach the
particular inn that she insisted on using. Fromthe | ook on the chanbernmaid's
face, she had guested there before. Hands took the litter horses and litter to
the stables, but | had to endure her |eaning heavily on my armas | escorted her
to her chanber. | wondered what she had eaten that had been so foully spiced as
to nake her every breath a trial to nme. She dism ssed ne at the door, warning
myriad punishments if | didn't return pronptly in seven days. As | left | felt
synpathy for the chanbermaid, for Lady Thyne's voice was lifted in a |loud tirade
about thieving maids she had encountered in the past, and exactly how she want ed
the bed |inens arranged on the bed.

Wth a light heart | nounted Sooty and called to Hands to nake haste. W
cantered through the streets of Neatbay and nmanaged to rejoin the tail of
Verity's procession as they entered Kelvar's keep. Bayguard was built on flat
land that offered little natural defense, but was fortified by a series of walls
and ditches that an eneny woul d have had to surnmount before facing the stout
stone walls of the keep. Hands told ne that raiders had never gotten past the
second ditch and | believed him Workmen were doing nai ntenance on the walls and
ditches as we passed, but they halted and watched in wonder as the
Ki ng-in-Waiting cane to Bayguard.

Once keep gates closed behind us, there was another interm nable wel com ng
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cerenony. Men and horses and all, we were kept standing in the midday sun while
Kel var and Bayguard wel comed Verity. Horns sounded and then the nutter of

of ficial voicings nuted by shifting horses and men. But at last it was over
This was signal ed by a sudden general novenent of nen and beasts as the
formati ons ahead of us broke up

Men di smounted and Kelvar's stable fol k were suddenly anmong us, directing us
where to water our nounts, where we mght rest for the night, and nobst inportant
to any sol dier, where we might wash ourselves and eat. | fell in beside Hands as
we | ed Sooty and his pony toward the stables. | heard ny nanme called and turned
to see Sig from Buckkeep pointing ne out to soneone in Kelvar's col ors.

"There he be-that's the Fitz. Ho, Fitz! Sitswell here says you're sumobned.
Verity wants you in his chanber; Leon's sick. Hands, you take Sooty for the
Fitz."

I could alnost feel the food being snatched fromny jaws. But | took a breath
and presented a cheerful countenance to Sitswell, as Burrich had counsel ed ne. |
doubt that dour man even noticed. To him| was just one nore boy underfoot on a
hectic day. He took me to Verity's chanber and | eft ne, obviously relieved to
return to his stables. | tapped softly and Verity's man opened the door at once.

"Ah! Thank Eda it's you. Come in, then, for the beast won't eat and Verity's
sure it's serious. Hurry up, Fitz."

The nman wore Verity's badge, but was no one | renenbered having net.
Sonmetimes it was disconcerting how many fol k knew who | was when | had no
i nkling who they were. In an adjoining chanber Verity was splashi ng and
i nstructing sonmeone | oudly about what garnents he w shed for the evening. But he
was not my concern. Leon was.

I quested toward him for | had no qual ns about it when Burrich wasn't about.
Leon lifted his bony head and regarded ne with nmartyred eyes. He was |ying on
Verity's sweaty shirt in a corner by a cold hearth. He was too hot, he was
bored, and if we weren't going to hunt anything, he wanted to go hone.

I made a show of running ny hands over himand lifting his lips to exam ne
his gunms and then pressing nmy hand down firmy on his belly. | finished all this
by scratching behind his ears and then told Verity's man, "There's nothing w ong
with him he just isn't hungry. Let's give hima bow of cold water and wait.
When he wants to eat, he'll let us know. And let's take away all this before it
spoils in this heat and he eats it anyway and becones really sick." | referred
to a dish already overfilled with scraps of pastries froma tray that had been
set for Verity. None of it was fit for the dog, but I was so hungry | wouldn't
have m nded dining off the scraps nyself; in fact nmy stomach grow ed at the
sight of it. "I wonder if | found the kitchens, if they woul d have a fresh beef
bone for hinP Something that's nore toy than food is what he woul d wel cone nost
now . ...

"Fitz? Is that you? In here, boy! Wat's troubling ny Leon?"

"I''"ll fetch the bone," the man assured ne, and | rose and stepped to the
entry of the adjoining room

Verity rose dripping fromhis bath and took the proffered towel fromhis
serving man. He towel ed his hair briskly and then again denmanded as he dried
himsel f, "What's the matter with Leon?"

That was Verity's way. Weeks had passed since we had | ast spoken, but he took
no time for greetings. Chade said it was a lack in him that he didn't rmake his
men feel their inportance to him | think he believed that if anything
significant had happened to ne, soneone would have told him He had a bl uff
heartiness to himthat | enjoyed, an attitude that things nust be going well
unl ess soneone had told hi motherw se.

"Not rmuch is wong with him sir. He's a bit out of sorts fromthe heat and
fromtraveling. Anight's rest in a cool place will perk himup; but 1I'd not
fill himfull of pastry bits and suety things; not in this hot weather."

"Well." Verity bent down to dry his legs. "Like as not, you're right, boy.
Burrich says you've a way with the hounds, and | won't ignore what you say. It's
just that he seened so nopony, and usually he has a good appetite for anything,
but especially for anything fromny plate." He seened abashed, as if caught
cooing at an infant. | didn't know what to say.
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"If that's all, sir, should | be returning to the stabl es?"

He gl anced at ne over his shoulder, puzzled. "Seens a bit of a waste of tine
to ne. Hands will see to your nmount, won't he? You need to bathe and dress if
you're to be on tine for dinner. Charinf Have you water for hinP"

The serving man straightened fromarranging Verity's garnents on the bed.

"Right away, sir. And I'll lay out his clothes as well."
In the space of the next hour, ny place in the world seened to shift
topsy-turvy. | had known this was coming. Both Burrich and Chade had tried to

prepare ne for it. But to suddenly go froman insignificant hanger-on at
Buckkeep to part of Verity's formal entourage was a bit unnerving. Everyone el se
assuned | knew what was goi ng on

Verity was dressed and out of the roombefore | was into the tub. Charim
informed ne that he had gone to confer with his captain of guards. | was
grateful that Charimwas such a gossip. He did not consider ny rank so |ofty as
to forbear chatting and conplaining in front of ne.

"I''"l'l make you up a pallet in here for the night. | doubt you'll be chill.
Verity said he wanted you housed close by him and not just to tend the hound.
He has ot her chores for you as wel|?"

Chari m paused hopefully. | covered ny silence by ducking ny head into the
| ukewar m wat er and soapi ng the sweat and dust fromny hair. | canme up for air.

He sighed. "I'Il lay out your clothes for you. Leave ne those dirty ones
I"l'l wash them out for you."

It seened very strange to have soneone waiting on nme while | washed, and
stranger still to have soneone supervise ny dressing. Chariminsisted on
straightening the seanms on ny jerkin and seeing the oversized sl eeves on ny new
best shirt hung to their fullest and nost annoying length. My hair had regrown
| ong enough to have snarls in it and these he tugged quickly and painfully out.
To a boy accustoned to dressing hinself, the prinping and inspection seened
endl ess.

"Blood will tell," said an awed voice fromthe entry. | turned to find Verity
beholding me with a m xture of pain and anusenent on his face.

"He's the image of Chivalry at that age, is he not, ny |ord?" Charim sounded
i mensely pleased with hinself.

"He is." Verity paused to clear his throat. "No nan can doubt who fathered

you, Fitz. | wonder what nmy father was thinking when he told ne to show you
wel | ? Shrewd he is called and shrewd he is; | wonder what he expects to gain.
Ah, well." He sighed. "That is his kind of kingship, and | leave it to him M ne

is sinmply to ask a foppish old man why he cannot keep his watchtowers properly
manned. Cone, boy. It's time we went down."

He turned and left without waiting for ne. As | hastened after him Charim
caught at my arm "Three steps behind himand on his left. Renenber." And that
is where | fell in behind him As he noved down the hallway others of our
ent ourage stepped out fromtheir chanbers and followed their prince. Al were
decked in their nost el aborate finery to maxim ze this chance to be seen and
envi ed outside of Buckkeep. The fullness of nmy sleeves was quite reasonabl e
conpared with what sonme were sporting. At |east ny shoes were not hung with tiny
chimng bells or gently rattling anber beads.

Verity paused at the top of a stairway, and a hush fell over the folk
gathered below. | |ooked out over the faces turned up to their prince and had
time to read on them every enotion known to manki nd. Sonme wonen sinpered while
others appeared to sneer. Some young nmen struck poses that displayed their
clothes; others, dressed nore sinply, straightened as if to be on guard. | read
envy and | ove, disdain, fear, and on a few faces, hatred. But Verity gave none
of them nore than a passing gl ance before he descended. The crowd parted before
us to reveal Lord Kelvar hinmself waiting to conduct us into the dining hall.

Kel var was not what | expected. Verity had called himfoppish, but what | saw
was a rapidly aging man, thin and harried, who wore his extravagant clothes as
if they were arnor against tinme. Hs graying hair was pulled back in a thin tai
as if he were still a nman-at-arns, and he wal ked with that peculiar gait of the
very good swordsnan.
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| saw hi mas Chade had taught nme to see folk, and thought | understood him
wel | enough even before we were seated. But it was after we had taken our places
at table (and mne, to ny surprise, was not so far down fromthe high fol k) that
| got ny deepest glance into the man's soul. And this not by any act of his, but
in the bearing of his lady as she arrived to join us.

I doubt if Kelvar's Lady Grace was nmuch nore than a hand of years ol der than
I, and she was decked out |ike a magpie's nest. Never had | seen accoutrenents
before that spoke so garishly of expense and so little of taste. She took her
seat in a flurry of flourishes and gestures that rem nded me of a courting bird.
Her scent rolled over ne like a wave, and it, too, snelled of coin nore than
flowers. She had brought a little dog with her, a feist that was all silky hair
and big eyes. She cooed over himas she settled himon her lap, and the little
beast cuddl ed agai nst her and set his chin on the edge of the table. And all the
time her eyes were on Prince Verity, trying to see if he marked her and was
i npressed. For ny part, | watched Kelvar watch her performher flirtations for
the Prince, and | thought to nyself, There is nore than half our problens wth
keepi ng the wat cht owers manned.

Dinner was a trial to nme. | was ravenous, but manners forbade that | showit.
| ate as | had been instructed, picking up my spoon when Verity did, and setting
aside a course as soon as he showed disinterest init. | longed for a good
platter of hot neat with bread to sop up the juices, but what we were offered
were tidbits of neat oddly spiced, exotic fruit conpotes, pale breads, and
veget abl es cooked to pallor and then seasoned. It was an inpressive display of
good food abused in the nane of fashionable cooking. | could see that Verity's
appetite was as slack as nmine and wondered if all could see that the Prince was
not i npressed.

Chade had taught nme better than | had known. | was able to nod politely to ny
di nner conpanion, a freckled young wonan, and foll ow her conversation about the
difficulty of getting good linen fabric in Ri ppon these days, while letting ny
ears stray enough to pick up key bits of talk about the table. None of it was
about the business that had brought us here. Verity and Lord Kel var woul d cl oset
t hensel ves tonorrow for the discussion of that. But much of what | overheard
touched on the manning of Watch Island' s tower and cast odd lights on it.

I overheard grunblings that the roads were not as well naintained as
previously. Sonmeone comented she was glad to see that repair on Bayguard's
fortifications had been resunmed. Another man conpl ai ned that inland robbers were
so common, he could scarcely count on two thirds of his merchandi se com ng
through from Farrow. This, too, seenmed to be the basis of ny dining conpanion's
conpl ai nt about the | ack of good fabric. | |ooked at Lord Kelvar, and how he
doted upon his young wife's every gesture. As if Chade were whispering in ny
ear, | heard his judgnent. "There is a duke whose nmind is not upon the governing
of his Duchy." | suspected Lady Grace was wearing the required road repairs and
t he wages of those soldiers who woul d have kept his trade routes policed agai nst
bri gands. Perhaps the jewels that dangl ed from her ears shoul d have gone to pay
to man Watch Island' s towers

D nner finally ended. My stomach was full, but my hunger unabated, there had
been so little substance to the meal. Afterward, two nminstrels and a poet
entertained us, but | tuned nmy ears to the casual talk of folk rather than to
the fine phrasings of the poet or the ballads of the mnstrels. Kelvar sat to
the Prince's right, while his lady sat to the left, her |apdog sharing the
chair.

Grace sat basking in the Prince's presence. Her hands often strayed to touch
first an earring, then a bracelet. She was not accustoned to wearing so rmuch
jewelry. My suspicion was that she had cone of sinple stock and was awed by her
own position. One nminstrel sang "Fair Rose Anmidst the Clover," his eyes on her
face, and was rewarded with her flushed cheeks. But as the evening wore on, and
| grew weary, | could tell that Lady Grace was fadi ng. She yawned once, lifting
a hand too late to cover it. Her little dog had gone to sleep in her lap, and
twi tched and yi pped occasionally in his small-brained dreans. As she grew
sl eepi er she rem nded ne of a child; she cuddl ed her dog as if it were a doll
and | eaned her head back into the corner of her chair. Twice she started to nod

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (69 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

off. | saw her surreptitiously pinching the skin on her wists in an effort to
wake herself up. She was visibly relieved when Kel var summoned the nminstrels and
poet forward to reward themfor their evening. She took her lord's armto follow
himoff to their bedchanber while never relinquishing the dog she snugged in her
arm

I was relieved to make ny way up to Verity's antechanber. Charimhad found ne
a feather bed and sonme bl ankets. My pallet was fully as confortable as ny own
bed. | longed to sleep, but Charimgestured ne into Verity's bedchanber. Verity,
ever the soldier, had no use for |ackeys to stand about and tug his boots off
for him Charimand | alone attended him Charimclucked and nuttered as he
foll owed Verity about, picking up and snoothing the garnents the Prince so
casual ly shed. Verity's boots he imediately took off into a corner and began
working nore wax into the leather. Verity dragged a nightshirt on over his head
and then turned to ne.

"Wel | ? What have you to tell nme?"

And so | reported to himas | did to Chade, recounting all | had overheard,
in as close to the words as | could nmanage, and noting who had spoken and to
whom At the last | added ny own suppositions about the significance of it all
"Kelvar is a man who has taken a young wife, one who is easily inpressed with

wealth and gifts,” | sumarized. "She has no idea of the responsibilities of her
own position, let alone his. Kelvar diverts noney, tine, and thought fromhis
duties to enthralling her. Were it not disrespectful to say so, | would inagine

that his manhood is failing him and he seeks to satisfy his young bride with
gifts as a substitute.”

Verity sighed heavily. He had flung hinself onto the bed during the latter
hal f of ny recitation. Now he prodded at a too soft pillow, folding it to give
nore support to his head. "Damm Chivalry," he said absently. "This is his kind
of a knot, not mne. Fitz, you sound |like your father. And were he here, he'd
find sonme subtle way to handle this whole situation. Chiv would have had it
solved by now, with one of his smles and a kiss on soneone's hand. But that's
not ny way, and I won't pretend to it." He shifted about in his bed
unconfortably, as if he expected ne to raise sonme argunent to himabout his
duty. "Kelvar's a man and a duke. And he has a duty. He's to nman that tower
properly. It's sinple enough, and | intend to tell himthat bluntly. Put decent
soldiers in that tower and keep themthere, and keep them happy enough to do a
job. It seens sinple to me. And I'mnot going to nake it into a diplomatic
dance. "

He shifted heavily in the bed, then abruptly turned his back to ne. "Put out
the light, Charim" And Charimdid, so pronptly that | was left standing in the
dark and had to blunder ny way out of the chanber and back to nmy own pallet. As
I lay down | pondered that Verity saw so little of the whole. He could force
Kel var to man the tower, yes. But he couldn't force himto man it well, or take
pride init. That was a matter for diplomacy. And had he no heed for the
roadwor k and mmi ntenance on the fortifications and the hi ghwaymen probl en? Al
that needed to be renedied now And in such a way that Kelvar's pride was kept
intact, and that his position with Lord Shenshy was both corrected and affirned.
And soneone had to undertake to teach Lady brace her responsibilities. So many
probl enms. But as soon as ny head touched the pillow, | slept.

CHAPTER NI NE
Fat Suffices

THE FOOL CAME To Buckkeep in the seventeenth year of King Shrewd's reign
This is one of the few facts that are known about the Fool. Said to be a gift
fromthe Bingtown traders, the origin of the Fool can only be surm sed. Various
stories have arisen. One is that the Fool was a captive of the Red-Ship Raiders,
and that the Bingtown traders seized the Fool fromthem Another is that the
Fool was found as a babe, adrift in a snall boat, shielded fromthe sun by a
parasol of sharkskin and cushioned fromthe thwarts by a bed of heather and
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| avender. This can be disnm ssed as a creation of fancy. W have no rea
know edge of the Fool's life before his arrival at King Shrewd's court.

The Fool was al nost certainly born of the human race, though not entirely of
human parentage. Stories that he was born of the Gther Folk are al nbst certainly
false, for his fingers and toes are conpletely free of webbing and he has never
shown the slightest fear of cats. The unusual physical characteristics of the
Fool (lack of coloring, for instance) seemto be traits of his other parentage,
rather than an individual aberration, though in this | well may be m staken.

In the matter of the Fool, that which we do not know is al nost nore
significant than that which we do. The age of the Fool at the time of his
arrival at Buckkeep has been a matter for conjecture. From personal experience,
I can vouch that the Fool appeared nmuch younger, and in all ways nore juvenile
than at present. But as the Fool shows little sign of aging, it may be that he
was not as young as he initially appeared, but rather was at the end of an
extended chi |l dhood.

The gender of the Fool has been disputed. When directly questioned on this
matter by a younger and nore forward person than |I am now, the Fool replied that
it was no one's business but his own. So | concede.

In the matter of his prescience and the annoyingly vague forns that it takes,
there is no consensus as to whether it is a racial or individual talent being

mani f est ed. Sonme believe he knows all in advance, and even that he will always
know i f anyone, anywhere, speaks about him Ohers say it is only his great |ove
of saying, "I warned you so!" and that he takes his nost obscure sayings and

twists themto have been prophecies. Perhaps sonetines this has been so, but in
many wel | -wi tnessed cases, he has predicted, however obscurely, events that
| ater canme to pass.

Hunger woke me shortly after mdnight. | lay awake, listening to ny belly
grow . | closed ny eyes, but nmy hunger was enough to nmake nme nauseated. | got up
and felt ny way to the table where Verity's tray of pastries had been, but
servants had cleared it away. | debated with nyself, but my stomach won out over
my head.

Easi ng open the chamber door, | stepped out into the dimy lit hall. The two
men Verity had posted there | ooked at ne questioningly. "Starving," | told them

"Did you notice where the kitchens were?"
| have never known a soldier who didn't know where the kitchens were. |

t hanked them and promi sed to bring back sone of whatever | found. | slipped off
down the shadowy hall. As | descended the steps it felt odd to have wood
underfoot rather than stone. | wal ked as Chade had taught me, placing ny feet

silently, moving within the shadow est parts of the passageways, wal king to the
sides where floorboards were less likely to creak. And it all felt as natural

The rest of the keep seened well asleep. The few guards | passed were nostly
dozi ng; none challenged ne. At the tine | put it down to ny stealth; now I
wonder if they considered a skinny, tousleheaded |ad any threat worth bothering
Wit h.

I found the kitchens easily. It was a great open room flagged and wall ed
with stone as a defense against fires. There were three great hearths, fires
wel | banked for the night. Despite the | ateness, or earliness, of the hour, the

pl ace was well lit. A keep's kitchen is never conpletely asleep

| saw the covered pans and snelled the rising bread. A large pot of stew was
bei ng kept warm at the edge of one hearth. \Wen | peeked under the lid, | sawit
woul d not mss a bow or two. | rummaged about and hel ped nysel f. Wapped | oaves
on a shelf supplied me with an end crust and in another corner was a tub of
butter kept cool inside a |arge keg of water. Not fancy. Thank all, it was not

fancy, but the plain sinple food | had been craving all day.

I was hal fway through nmy second bowl when | heard the light scuff of
footsteps. | looked up with ny nost disarnming smle, hoping that this cook woul d
prove as softhearted as Buckkeep's. But it was a serving girl, a blanket thrown
about her shoul ders over her night robe and her baby in her arms. She was
weeping. | turned ny eyes away in disconfort.

She scarcely gave nme a gl ance anyway. She set her bundl ed baby down atop the

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (71 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

table and fetched a bow and dipped it full of cool water, muttering all the
time. She bent over the babe. "Here, ny sweet, ny |anb. Here, ny darling. This
will help. Take a little. Ch, sweetie, can't you even |lap? Qpen your nouth,
then. Come now, open your mouth."

| couldn't help but watch. She held the bow awkwardly and tried to naneuver
it to the baby's nouth. She was using her other hand to force the child' s nouth
open, and using a deal nore force than |I'd ever seen any ot her nother use on a
child. She tipped the bowl, and the water slopped. | heard a strangled gurgle
and then a gaggi ng sound. As | |eaped up to protest, the head of a small dog
energed fromthe bundle.

"Ch, he's choking again! He's dying! My little Feisty is dying and no one but
me cares. He just goes on snoring, and | don't know what to do and ny darling is
dyi ng. "

She clutched the | apdog to her as it gagged and strangled. It shook its
little head wildly and then seened to grow calner. If | hadn't been able to hear
its | abored breathing, |I'd have sworn it had died in her arns. Its dark and
bul gy eyes nmet nine, and | felt the force of the panic and pain in the little
beast .

Easy. "Here, now," | heard nyself saying. "You re not hel ping himby hol di ng
himthat tight. He can scarce breathe. Set himdown. Unwap him Let him decide
how he is nost confortable. Al wapped up like that, he's too hot, so he's
trying to pant and choke all at once. Set himdown."

She was a head taller than I, and for a monent | thought | was going to have
to struggle with her. But she et ne take the bundl ed dog from her arns and
unw ap himfromseveral l|ayers of cloth. | set himon the table.

The little beast was in total nisery. He stood with his head droopi ng between
his front legs. H s nuzzle and chest were slick with saliva, his belly distended
and hard. He began to retch and gag again. His snall jaws opened wi de; his |lips
writhed back fromhis tiny pointed teeth. The redness of his tongue attested to
the violence of his efforts. The girl squeaked and sprang forward, trying to
snatch himup again, but | pushed her roughly back. "Don't grab him" | told her
inmpatiently. "He's trying to get sonething up, and he can't do it with you
squeezing his guts."

She stopped. "Get sonething up?"

"He | ooks and acts |like he's got sonething |odged in his gullet. Could he
have gotten into bones or feathers?"

She | ooked stricken. "There were bones in the fish. But only tiny ones."

"Fish? What idiot let himget into fish? Was it fresh or rotten?" |'d seen
how sick a dog could get when it got into rotten, spawned-out salnon on a
riverbank. If that's what this little beast had gobbl ed, he didn't have a
chance.

"I't was fresh, and well cooked. The sane trout | had at dinner."

"Well, at least it's not likely to be poisonous to him Right now, it's just
the bone. But if he gets it down, it's still likely to kill him"

She gasped. "No, it can't! He nustn't die. He'll be fine. He just has an
upset stomach. | just fed himtoo nmuch. He'll be fine! Wiat do you know about it

anyway, kitchen boy?"

I watched the feist go through another round of al nbst convul sive retching.
Not hi ng cane up but yellow bile. "I"mnot a kitchen boy. |I'ma dog boy. Verity's
own dog boy, if you nust know. And if we don't help this little nutt, he's going
to die. Very soon."

She watched, her face a mixture of awe and horror, as | gripped her little
pet firmy. I'"'mtrying to help. He didn't believe ne. | prized his jaws open and
forced ny two fingers down his gullet. The feist gagged even nore fiercely and
pawed at ne frantically with his front paws. His claws needed cutting, too. Wth
the tips of nmy fingers | could feel the bone. | twi ddled ny fingers against it
and felt it nove. But it was wedged sideways in the little beast's throat. The
dog gave a strangled how and struggled frantically in nmy arns. | |et himgo.
"Well. He's not going to get rid of that w thout sone help," | observed.

| left her wailing and sniveling over him At |east she didn't snatch himup
and squeeze him | got mnyself a handful of butter fromthe keg and pl opped it
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into nmy stew bowl. Now | needed sonet hi ng hooked, or sharply curved, but not too

large. | rattled through bins and finally came up with a curved hook of netal
with a handle on it. Possibly it was used to |ift hot pots off the fire.
"Sit down," | told the maid.

She gaped at nme, and then sat obediently on the bench I'd pointed to.

"Now hold himfirmy, between your knees. And don't let himgo, no matter how
he claws and wi ggles or yelps. And hold on to his front feet so he doesn't claw
me to ribbons while I'mdoing this. Understand?"

She took a deep breath, then gul ped and nodded. Tears were stream ng down her
face. | set the dog on her lap and put her hands on him

"Hold tight," | told her. | scooped up a gobbet of butter. "I'mgoing to use
the fat to grease things up. Then I've got to force his jaws open, and hook the
bone and jerk it out. Are you ready?"

She nodded. The tears had stopped flowing and her lips were set. | was gl ad
to see she had sone strength to her. | nodded back

Getting the butter down was the easy part. It blocked his throat, though, and
his panic increased, pounding at ny self-control with his waves of terror. | had
no time to be gentle as | forced his jaws open and then put the hook down his
throat. | hoped | wouldn't snag his flesh. But if I did, well, he would die
anyway. | turned the tool in his throat as he w ggled and yel ped and pissed all

over his mstress. The hook caught on the bone and | pulled, evenly and firmy.

It cane up in a welter of froth and bile and blood. A nasty little bone, not
a fishbone at all, but the partial breastbone of a small bird. | flipped it onto
the table. "And he shouldn't have poultry bones either," | told her severely.

I don't think she even heard ne. Doggy was wheezing gratefully on her |ap.
pi cked up the dish of water and held it out to him He sniffed it, |apped a bit,
and then curled up, exhausted. She picked himup and cradled himin her arns,
her head bent over his.

"There's sonething | want fromyou," | began

"Anyt hing." She spoke into his fur. "Ask, and it's yours."

"First, stop giving himyour food. Gve himonly red neat and boiled grain
for a while. And for a dog that size, no nore than you can cup in your hand. And
don't carry himeverywhere. Make himrun about, to give himsonme nuscle and wear
down his nails. And wash him He snells foul, coat and breath, fromtoo rich
food. O he won't live but another year or two."

She | ooked up, stricken. Her hand went up to her nouth. And sonething in her
nmotion, so like her self-conscious touching of her jewelry at dinner, suddenly
made nme realize who | was scol ding. Lady Gace. And | had nade her dog piss on
her ni ght robe.

Sonething in nmy face nust have given ne away. She sniled delightedly and held
her doggy closer. "I'll do as you suggest, dog boy. But for yourself? Is there
not hing you' d ask as reward?"

She thought I'd ask for a coin or ring or even a position with her househol d.
Instead, as steadily as | could, | |ooked at her and said, "Please, Lady G ace.
| ask that you ask your lord to man Watch Island's tower with the best of his
men, to put an end to the strife between Ri ppon and Shoaks Duchies."

"What ?"

That single-word question told ne volumes about her. The accent and
inflection hadn't been | earned as Lady G ace.

"Ask your lord to man his towers well. Please."

"Why does a dog boy care about such things?"

Her question was too blunt. Wherever Kelvar had found her, she hadn't been
hi ghborn, or wealthy before this. Her delight when | recognized her, the way she
had brought her dog down to the famliar confort of a kitchen, by herself,
wr apped in her blanket, told of a cormon girl elevated too quickly and too far
above her previous station. She was | onely, and uncertain, and uneducated as to
what was expected of her. Wrse, she knew that she was ignorant, and that
know edge ate at her and soured her pleasures with fear. If she did not |earn
how to be a duchess before her youth and beauty faded, only years of |oneliness
and ridicule could await her. She needed a nentor, someone secret, |ike Chade.
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She needed the advice |I could give her, right now But | had to go carefully,
for she woul d not accept advice froma dog boy. Only a comon girl night do
that, and the only thing she knew about herself right now was that she was no
| onger a comon girl, but a duchess.

"I had a dream" | said, suddenly inspired. "So clear. Like a vision. O a
warning. It woke me and | felt | nust cone to the kitchen." | let ny eyes
unfocus. Her eyes went wide. | had her. "I dreaned of a worman, who spoke wi se

words and turned three strong men into a united wall that the Red-Ship Raiders
could not breach. She stood before them and jewels were in her hands, and she
said, "Let the watchtowers shine brighter than the gens in these rings. Let the
vigilant soldiers who man themencircle our coast as these pearls used to
encircle ny neck. Let the keeps be strengthened anew agai nst those who threaten
our people. For | would be glad to walk plain in the sight of both King and
commoner, and | et the defenses that guard our people becone the jewels of our
land.' And the King and his dukes were astounded at her w se heart and noble
ways. But her people |oved her best of all, for they knew she | oved them better
than gold or silver."

It was awkward, not near as cleverly spoken as | had hoped to nake it. But it
caught her fancy. | could see her inagining herself standing straight and nobl e
before the King-in-Witing and astonishing himw th her sacrifice. | sensed in
her the burning desire to distinguish herself, to be spoken of adniringly by the
peopl e she had cone from Perhaps she had once been a nmilknmaid or a kitchen
wench, and was still perceived as such by those who knew her. This woul d show
them she was now a duchess in nore than nane. Lord Shenshy and his entourage
woul d carry word of her deed back to Shoaks Duchy. M nstrels woul d cel ebrate her
words in song. And her husband for once would be surprised by her. Let him see
her as someone who cared for the land and folk, rather than the pretty little
thing he had snared with his title. Alnost | could see the thoughts parade
through her mind. Her eyes had gone distant and she wore an abstract smile.

"Good ni ght, dog boy," she said softly, and glided fromthe kitchen, her dog
cuddl ed agai nst her breast. She wore the bl anket around her shoulders as if it
were a cloak of ermine. She would play her role tomorrow very well. | grinned
suddenly, wondering if | had acconplished nmy m ssion without poison. Not that |
had really investigated whether or not Kelvar was guilty of treason; but | had a
feeling that | had chopped the root of the problem | was willing to bet that
t he wat chtowers woul d be well manned before the week was out.

I made ny way back up to ny bed. | had pilfered a | oaf of fresh bread from
the kitchen and this | offered to the guards who readmtted ne to Verity's
bedchanber. In sone distant part of Bayguard someone brayed out the hour. |
didn't pay nuch attention. | burrowed back into ny bedding, nmy belly satisfied
and ny spirit anticipating the spectacle that Lady Grace woul d present tonorrow.
As | dozed off | was wagering with nyself that she woul d wear sonething straight
and sinple and white, and that her hair woul d be unbound.

I never got to find out. It seemed but nonments later that | was shaken awake.
| opened ny eyes to find Charimcrouched over ne. Adimlight froma lit candle
made el ongated shadows on the chanber walls. "Wake up, Fitz," he whispered
hoarsely. "A runner's conme to the keep, from Lady Thynme. She requires you
i mredi ately. Your horse is being nmade ready."

"Me?" | asked stupidly.

"Of course. |'ve laid out clothes for you. Dress quietly. Verity is stil
asl eep. "

"What does she need me for?"

"Way, | don't know. The nessage wasn't specific. Perhaps she's taken ill.
Fitz. The runner said only that she required you inmrediately. | suppose you'l

find out when you get there."

That was slimeconfort. But it was enough to stir curiosity in ne, and in any
case, | had to go. | didn't know exactly what relation Lady Thyne was to the
Ki ng, but she was far above ne in inportance. | didn't dare ignore her conmand.
| dressed quickly by candlelight and Ieft ny roomfor the second tine that
ni ght. Hands had Sooty saddl ed and ready, along with a ribald jest or two about
my summons. | suggested how he night anuse hinself the rest of the night and
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then left. | was waved out of the keep and through the fortifications by guards
who had been advi sed of ny com ng.

I turned wong twice in the town. It all appeared different by night, and
had not paid nuch attention to where | had been going earlier. At last | found
the inn yard. A worried innkeeper was awake and had a light in the w ndow.
"She's been groaning and calling for you for nost of an hour now, sirrah," she
told nme anxiously. "I fear it's serious, but she will let no one in but you."

I hurried down the hall to her door. | tapped cautiously, half expecting her
shrill voice to tell me to go away and stop bothering her. Instead, a quavering
voice called out, "Ch, Fitz, is that finally you? Hurry in, boy. | need you

| took a deep breath and lifted the latch. | went into the seni darkness of
the stuffy room holding nmy breath against the various snells that assaulted ny
nostrils. Death stench could hardly be worse than this, | thought to nyself.

Heavy hangi ngs draped the bed. The only light in the roomcane froma single
candle guttering in its holder. | picked it up and ventured closer to the bed.
"Lady Thyne?" | asked softly. "Wat's wrong?"

"Boy." The voice cane quietly froma dark corner of the room

"Chade," | said, and instantly felt nore foolish than | care to renenber.

"There's no tine to explain all the reasons. Don't feel bad, boy. Lady Thyne
has fooled many folk in her tine, and will continue to. At least | hope so. Now.
Trust nme and don't ask questions. Just do what | tell you. First, go to the
i nnkeeper. Tell her that Lady Thyne has had one of her attacks and nust rest
quietly for a few days. Tell her on no account to disturb her. Her
gr eat - granddaughter will be coming in to care for her-"

"\Who- "

"I't's been arranged already. And her great-granddaughter will be bringing in
food for her and everything el se she needs. just enphasize that Lady Thynme needs
quiet and to be left alone. Go and do that now. "

And | did, and | appeared jolted enough that | was very convincing. The
i nnkeeper prom sed nme that she would I et no one so nuch as tap on a door, for
she woul d be nost reluctant to | ose Lady Thyne's good opinion of her inn and her
trade. By which | surm sed that Lady Thyme paid her generously indeed.

| reentered the roomquietly, shutting the door softly behind nme. Chade shot
the bolt and kindled a fresh candle fromthe glinmering stunp. He spread a snall

map on the table beside it. | noticed he was dressed for traveling-cloak, boots,
jerkin, and trousers all of black. He | ooked a different man, suddenly, very fit
and energetic. | wondered if the old man in the worn robe was al so a pose. He

gl anced up at ne, and for a nonent | would have sworn it was Verity the soldier
I was facing. He gave ne no tine to nuse.

"Things will have to go here however they will go between Verity and Kel var
You and | have business el sewhere. | received a nessage tonight. Red-Ship
Rai ders have struck, here, at Forge. So close to Buckkeep that it's nore than
just an insult; it's areal threat. And done while Verity is at Neatbay. Don't
tell me they didn't know he was here, away from Buckkeep. But that's not all
They' ve taken hostages, dragged them back to their ships. And they've sent words
to Buckkeep, to King Shrewd hinself.

They' re denmanding gold, lots of it, or they'll return the hostages to the
vill age."

"Don't you nean they'll kill themif they don't get the gol d?"

"No." Chade shook his head angrily, a bear bothered by bees. "No, the nessage
was quite clear. If the gold is paid, they'Il kill them If not, they'll release
them The nmessenger was from Forge, a nman whose wi fe and son had been taken. He
insisted he had the threat correct."

"l don't see that we have a problem" | snorted.
"On the surface, neither do |. But the man who carried the message to Shrewd
was still shaking, despite his long ride. He couldn't explain it, not even say

if he thought the gold should be paid or not. All he could do was repeat, over
and over, how the ship's captain had sniled as he delivered the ultimtum and
how t he other raiders had | aughed and | aughed at his words.

"So, we go to see, you and |I. Now. Before the King nakes any officia
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response, before Verity even knows. Now attend. This is the road we cane by. See
how it follows the curve of the coast? And this is the trail we go by.

Strai ghter, but nmuch steeper and boggy in places, so that it has never been used
by wagons. But faster for nmen on horseback. Here, a snall boat awaits us;

crossing the bay will cut a lot of mles and time fromour journey. W'Il| beach
here, and then on up to Forge."
| studied the map. Forge was north of Buckkeep; | wondered how | ong our

messenger had taken to reach us, and if by the time we got there the Red-Ship
Rai ders' threat would have already been carried out. But it was no use wasting
time on wonderi ng.

"What about a horse for you?"

"That's been arranged. By the one who brought this nessage. There's a bay
outside with three white feet. He's for ne. The nessenger will also provide a
great - granddaughter for Lady Thyne, and the boat is waiting. Let's go.

"One thing," | said, and ignhored his scow at the delay.
"I have to ask this, Chade. Were you here because you didn't trust me?"
"A fair question, | suppose. No. | was here to listen in the town, to wonen's

talk, as you were to listen in the keep. Bonnet makers and button sellers may
know nore than a high king's adviser, wthout even knowi ng they know it. Now Do
we ride?"

We did. W left by the side entrance, and the bay was tethered right outside.
Sooty didn't much care for him but she minded her manners. | sensed Chade's
i npati ence, but he kept the horses to an easy pace until we had | eft the cobbl ed
streets of Neatbay behind us. Once the lights of the houses were behind us, we
put our horses to an easy canter. Chade led, and | wondered at how well| he rode,
and how effortlessly he selected paths in the dark. Sooty did not like this
swift traveling by night. If it had not been for a noon nearly at the full, |
don't think | could have persuaded her to keep up with the bay.

I will never forget that night ride. Not because it was a wild gallop to the
rescue, but because it was not. Chade guided us and used the horses as if they
were ganme pieces on a board. He did not play swiftly, but to win. And so there
were tinmes when we wal ked the horses to breathe them and places on the trai
where we di snmounted and |l ed themto get them safely past treacherous pl aces.

As norning grayed the sky we stopped to eat provisions from Chade's
saddl ebags. W& were on a hilltop so thickly treed that the sky was barely

gli mpsed overhead. | could hear the ocean, and snell it, but could catch no
sight of it. Qur trail had become a sinuous path, little nore than a deer run,
through these woods. Now that we were still, | could hear and snell the life al

around us. Birds called, and | heard the novenent of snmall aninmals in the

under brush and in the branches overhead. Chade had stretched, then sank down to
sit on deep noss with his back against a tree. He drank deeply froma water skin
and then nore briefly froma brandy flask. He |ooked tired, and the daylight

exposed his age nore cruelly than |anplight ever had. | wondered if he would
| ast through the ride or coll apse.

"I''l'l be fine," he said when he caught nme watching him "I've had to do nore
arduous duty than this, and on |l ess sleep. Besides, we'll have a good five or

six hours of rest on the boat, if the crossing is snboth. So there's no need to
be longing after sleep. Let's go, boy."

About two hours |ater our path diverged, and again we 'took the nore obscure
branching. Before long | was all but Ilying on Sooty's neck to escape the | ow
sweeps of the branches. It was nuggy under the trees and we were bl essed with
mul titudes of tiny stinging flies that tortured the horses and crept into ny
clothes to find flesh to feast on. So thick were they that when | finally
mustered the courage to ask Chade if we had gone astray, | near choked on the
ones that rushed into ny nouth.

By mi dday we energed onto a wi ndswept hillside that was nore open. Once nore
| saw the ocean. The wind cool ed the sweating horses and swept the insects away.
It was a great pleasure sinply to sit upright in the saddle again. The trail was
wi de enough that | could ride abreast of Chade. The livid spots stood out
starkly against his pale skin; he | ooked nore bl oodl ess than the Fool. Dark
circles underscored his eyes. He caught ne watching himand frowned.
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"Report to ne, instead of staring at ne |like a sinpleton,"” he ordered ne
tersely, and so | did.

It was hard to watch the trail and his face at the same tinme, but the second
time he snorted, | glanced over at himto find wy anusenent on his face. |
finished nmy report and he shook his head.

"Luck. Sane luck your father had. Your kitchen diplonmacy nmay be enough to
turn the situation around, if that is all there is to it. The little gossip |
heard agreed. Well. Kelvar was a good duke before this, and it sounds |ike al
that happened was a young bride going to his head." He sighed suddenly. "Still,
it's bad, with Verity there to rebuke a man for not mnding his towers, and
Verity hinself with a raid on a Buckkeep Town. Dam! There's so nuch we don't
know. How did the Raiders get past our towers w thout being spotted? How did
they know that Verity was away from Buckkeep at Neatbay? O did they know? Was
it luck for then? And what does that strange ultinmatumnean? Is it a threat, or
a nockery?" For a nonment we rode silently.

"I wish | knew what action Shrewd was taking. Wien he sent ne the nessenger,
he had not yet decided. W nmay get to Forge to find that all's been settled
already. And | wish | knew exactly what nessage he Skilled to Verity. They say
that in the old days, when nore nen trained in the Skill, a man could tell what
his | eader was thinking about just by being silent and listening for a while.
But that may be no nore than a | egend. Not many are taught the Skill, anynore. |
think it was King Bounty who decided that. Keep the Skill nore secret, nore of
an elite tool, and it becones nore valuable. That was the logic then. | never
much understood it. Wat if they said that of good bowren, or navigators? Still,
| suppose the aura of nystery mght give a | eader nore status with his nen ..
or for a man |like Shrewd, now, he'd enjoy having his underlings wondering if he
can actually pick up what they were thinking without their uttering a word. Yes,
that woul d appeal to Shrewd, that would."

At first | thought Chade was very worried, or even angry. | had never heard
himranble so on a topic. But when his horse shied over a squirrel crossing his
pat h, Chade was very nearly unseated. | reached out and caught at his reins.
"Are you all right? What's the matter?"

He shook his head slowy. "Nothing. Wen we get to the boat, 1'Il be all

right. We just have to keep going. It's not much farther now " H's pale skin had
becone gray, and with every step his horse took, he swayed in his saddle.

"Let's rest a bit," | suggested.

"Tides won't wait. And rest wouldn't help me, not the rest 1'd get while
was worrying about our boat going on the rocks. No. W just have to keep going."
And he added, "Trust ne, boy. | know what | can do, and I'mnot so foolish as to
attenpt nore than that."

And so we went on. There was very little else we could do. But | rode beside
his horse's head, where | could take his reins if | needed to. The sound of the
ocean grew |l ouder, and the trail nuch steeper. Soon | was |eading the way
whet her | would or no.

We broke clear of brush conpletely on a bluff overlooking a sandy beach
"Thank Eda, they're here," Chade nuttered behind ne, and then | saw the shall ow
draft boat that was all but grounded near the point. A man on watch hall ooed and
waved his cap in the air. | lifted nmy armin return greeting.

We nmade our way down, sliding nore than riding, and then Chade i mredi ately
boarded. That left ne with the horses. Neither was anxious to enter the waves,

| et al one heave thensel ves over the lowrail and up onto deck. | tried to quest
toward them to |et them know what | wanted. For the first time inny life |
found | was sinply too tired. | could not find the focus | needed. So three

deckhands, nuch cursing, and two duckings for me were required to finally get
them | oaded. Every bit of |eather and every buckle on their harness had been
doused with salt water. How was | going to explain that to Burrich? That was the
t hought that was uppernpbst on nmy mind as | settled nyself in the bow and wat ched
the rowers in the dory bend their backs to the oars and tow us out to deeper

wat er .
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CHAPTER TEN
Revel ati ons

TIME AND TIDE WAIT for no man. There's an agel ess adage. Sailors and
fishermen nmean it sinply to say that a boat's schedule is determ ned by the
ocean, not man's conveni ence. But sonetinmes | lie here, after the tea has cal ned
the worst of the pain, and wonder about it. Tides wait for no man, and that |
know is true. But tine? Did the tines | was born into await nmy birth to be? Did
the events runble into place |ike the great wooden gears of the clock of
Saynt anns, neshing with nmy conception and pushing ny life along? | nake no claim
to greatness. And yet, had | not been born, had not ny parents fallen before a
surge of lust, so nuch would be different. So much. Better? | think not. And
then | blink and try to focus nmy eyes, and wonder if these thoughts conme fromne
or fromthe drug in nmy blood. It would be nice to hold counsel with Chade, one
| ast tine.

The sun had noved 'round to | ate afternoon when soneone nudged ne awake.
"Your master wants you," was all he said, and | roused with a start. Qulls
wheel i ng overhead, fresh sea air, and the dignified waddl e of the boat recalled
me to where | was. | scranbled to nmy feet, ashanmed to have fallen asl eep w thout
even wondering if Chade was confortable. | hurried aft to the ship's house.

There | found Chade had taken over the tiny galley table. He was poring over
a map spread out on it, but a large tureen of fish chowder was what got ny
attention. He notioned me to it without taking his attention fromthe nap, and
was glad to fall to. There were ship's biscuits to go with it, and a sour red

wine. | had not realized how hungry | was until the food was before ne. | was
scraping ny dish with a bit of biscuit when Chade asked ne, "Better?"
"Much," | said. "How about you?"

"Better," he said, and | ooked at me with his famliar hawk's glance. To ny
relief, he seened totally recovered. He pushed my dishes to one side and slid

the map before nme. "By evening," he said, "we'll be here. It'Il be a nastier
| andi ng than the loading was. If we're lucky, we'll get wind when we need it. If
not, we'll miss the best of the tide, and the current will be stronger. W nmay
end up swinming the horses to shore while we ride in the dory. | hope not, but
be prepared for it, just in case. Once we |and-"

"You snell of carris seed." | said it, not believing ny owmn words. But | had
caught the unmi stakable sweet taint of the seed and oil on his breath. |'d had

carris-seed cakes, at Springfest, when everyone does, and | knew the gi ddy
energy that even a sprinkling of the seed on a cake's top could bring. Everyone
cel ebrated Spring's Edge that way. Once a year, what could it hurt? But | knew,
too, that Burrich had warned ne never to buy a horse that snelled of carris seed
at all. And warned me further that if anyone were ever caught putting carris
seed oil on any of our horses' grain, he'd kill him Wth his bare hands.

"Do 1? Fancy that. Now, | suggest that if you have to swimthe horses, you
put your shirt and cloak into an oilskin bag and give it to me in the dory. That

way you'll have at least that much dry to put on when we reach the beach. From
the beach, our road will-"
"Burrich says that once you've given it to an animal, it's never the sane. It

does things to horses. He says you can use it to win one race, or run down one
stag, but after that, the beast will never be what it was. He says di shonest
horse traders use it to nake an animal show well at a sale; it gives themspirit
and brightens their eyes, but that soon passes. Burrich says that it takes away
all their sense of when they're tired, so they go on, past the tinme when they
shoul d have dropped from exhaustion. Burrich told ne that sonetinmes when the
carris oil wears out, the horse just drops in its tracks." The words spilled out
of me, cold water over stones.

Chade lifted his gaze fromthe map. He stared at me nildly. "Fancy Burrich
knowi ng all that about carris seed. I'"'mglad you listened to himso closely. Now
perhaps you' |l be so kind as to give ne equal attention as we plan the next
stage of our journey."
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"But, Chade..."

He transfixed me with his eyes. "Burrich is a fine horse naster. Even as a
boy he showed great pronmise. He is seldomwong ... when speaki ng about horses.
Now attend to what | amsaying. We'll need a lantern to get fromthe beach to

the cliffs above. The path is very bad; we may need to bring one horse up at a
time. But | amtold it can be done. Fromthere, we go overland to Forge. There
isn't a road that will take us there quickly enough to be of any use. It's hilly

country, but not forested. And we'll be going by night, so the stars will have
to be our map. | am hoping to reach Forge by m dafternoon. We'll go in as
travelers, you and |I. That's all |'ve decided so far; the rest will have to be

pl anned from hour to hour

And the nmoment in which | could have asked hi m how he could use the seed and
not die of it was gone, shoul dered aside by his careful plans and precise
details. For half an hour nore he lectured me on details, and then he sent me
fromthe cabin, saying he had other preparations to make and that | should check
on the horses and get what rest | coul d.

The horses were forward, in a nakeshift rope enclosure on deck. Straw
cushi oned the deck fromtheir hooves and droppi ngs. A sour faced mate was
mending a bit of railing that Sooty had kicked | oose in the boarding. He didn't
seem di sposed to talk, and the horses were as cal mand confortable as could be
expected. | roved the deck briefly. W were on a tidy little craft, an
inter-island trader wi der than she was deep. Her shallow draft let her go up
rivers or right onto beaches w thout damage, but her passage over deeper water
left a lot to be desired. She sidled along, with here a dip and there a curtsy,
like a bundle-laden farmwi fe naking her way through a crowded nmarket. W seened
to be the sole cargo. A deckhand gave ne a couple of apples to share with the
horses, but little talk. So after | had parceled out the fruit, |I settled nyself
near themon their straw and took Chade's advice about resting.

The winds were kind to us, and the captain took us in closer to the | oom ng
cliffs than I'd have thought possible, but unloading the horses fromthe vesse
was still an unpleasant task. Al of Chade's lecturing and warni ngs had not
prepared ne for the bl ackness of night on the water. The lanterns on the deck
seened pathetic efforts, confusing ne nore with the shadows they threw than
aiding me with their feeble light. In the end, a deckhand rowed Chade to shore
in the ship's dory. | went overboard with the reluctant horses, for | knew Sooty
woul d fight a | ead rope and probably swanp the dory. | clung to Sooty and
encouraged her, trusting her common sense to take us toward the dimlantern on

shore. | had a long line on Chade's horse, for | didn't want his thrashing too
close to us in the water. The sea was cold, the night was black, and if 1'd had
any sense, |'d have wi shed nyself el sewhere, but there is something in a boy

that takes the mundanely difficult and unpleasant and turns it into a persona
chal | enge and an adventure.

| came out of the water dripping, chilled, and conpletely exhilarated. | kept
Sooty's reins and coaxed Chade's horse in. By the time | had them both under
control, Chade was beside ne, lantern in hand, |aughing exultantly. The dory man
was al ready away and pulling for the ship. Chade gave ne ny dry things, but they
did little good pulled on over ny dripping clothes. "Were's the path?" | asked,
nmy voi ce shaking with my shivering

Chade gave a derisive snort. "Path? | had a quick | ook while you were pulling
inny horse. It's no path, it's no nore than the course the water takes when it
runs off down the cliffs. But it will have to do."

It was a little better than he had reported, but not much. It was narrow and
steep and the gravel on it was | oose underfoot. Chade went before with the
lantern. | followed, with the horses in tandem At one point Chade's bay acted
up, tuggi ng back, throwing nme off balance and nearly driving Sooty to her knees
in her efforts to go in the other direction. My heart was in ny nouth until we
reached the top of the cliffs.

Then the night and the open hillside spread out before us under the sailing
moon and the stars scattered wi de overhead, and the spirit of the challenge
caught me up again. | suppose it could have been Chade's attitude. The carris
seed made his eyes wide and bright, even by lantern light, and his energy,
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unnatural though it was, was infectious. Even the horses seened affected,
snorting and tossing their heads. Chade and | | aughed denentedly as we adjusted
har ness and then nounted. Chade gl anced up to the stars and then around the
hillside that sloped down before us. Wth carel ess disdain he tossed our |antern
to one side.

"Away!" he announced to the night, and kicked the bay, who sprang forward.
Sooty was not to be outdone, and so | did as | had never dared before, gall oping
down unfamliar terrain by night. It is a wonder we did not all break our necks.
But there it is; sometines |luck belongs to children and nmadnmen. That night |
felt we were both.

Chade led and | followed. That night | grasped another piece of the puzzle
that Burrich had al ways been to ne. For there is a very strange peace in giving
over your judgnent to soneone else, to saying to them "You lead and | will
follow, and I will trust entirely that you will not lead ne to death or harm"
That night, as we pushed the horses hard, and Chade steered us solely by the

ni ght sky, | gave no thought to what might befall us if we went astray from our
bearing, or if a horse were injured by an unexpected slip. |I felt no sense of
accountability for ny actions. Suddenly everything was easy and clear. | sinply

did whatever Chade told ne to do, and trusted to himto have it turn out right.
My spirit rode high on the crest of that wave of faith, and sonetine during the
night it occurred to me: This was what Burrich had gotten from Chivalry, and
what he m ssed so badly.

We rode the entire night. Chade breathed the horses, but not as often as
Burrich woul d have. And he stopped nore than once to scan the night sky and then
the horizon to be sure our course was true. "See that hill there, against the
stars? You can't see it too well, but | knowit. By light, it's shaped like a
butter nonger's cap. Keeffashaw, it's called. W keep it to the west of us.
Let's go."

Anot her time he paused on a hilltop. |I pulled in nmy horse beside his. Chade
sat still, very tall and straight. He could have been carved of stone. Then he
lifted an arm and pointed. H's hand shook slightly. "See that ravine down there?
We've cone a bit too far to the east. We'll have to correct as we go."

The ravine was invisible to nme, a darker slash in the dimess of the starlit
| andscape. | wondered how he could have known it was there. It was perhaps half
an hour later that he gestured off to our left, where on a rise of land a single
light twi nkled. "Sonmeone's up tonight in Wolcot," he observed. "Probably the
baker, putting early norning rolls to rise.”" He half turned in his saddle and
felt nore than saw his snmle. "I was born |less than a mle fromhere. Cone, boy,
let's ride. | don't like to think of raiders so close to Wolcot."

And on we went, down a hillside so steep that | felt Sooty's nuscles bunch as
she | eaned back on her haunches and nore than half slid her way down.

Dawn was graying the sky before | snelled the sea again. And it was stil
early when we crested a rise and | ooked down on the little village of Forge. It
was a poor place in some ways; the anchorage was good only on certain tides. The
rest of the time the ships had to anchor farther out and let snmall craft ply
back and forth between them and shore. About all that Forge had to keep it on
the map was iron ore. | had not expected to see a bustling city. But neither was
| prepared for the rising tendrils of snoke from bl ackened open-roof ed
bui | di ngs. Somewhere an unm | ked cow was | owing. A few scuttled boats were just
of f the shore, their masts sticking up |like dead trees.

Morni ng | ooked down on enpty streets. "Were are the people?" | wondered
al oud.

"Dead, taken hostage, or hiding in the woods still." There was a tightness in
Chade's voice that drew ny eyes to his face. | was anazed at the pain | saw
there. He saw ne staring at himand shrugged nutely. "The feeling that these
folk belong to you, that their disaster is your failure ... it will conme to you
as you grow. It goes with the blood." He left me to ponder that as he nudged his
weary nount into a walk. We threaded our way down the hill and into the town.

Going nore slowy seened to be the only caution Chade was taking. There were
two of us, weaponless, on tired horses, riding into a town where ..
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"The ship's gone, boy. A raiding ship doesn't nove wi thout a full conplenent
of rowers. Not in the current off this piece of coast. Wich is another wonder.
How did they know our tides and currents well enough to raid here? Wy raid here
at all? To carry off iron ore? Easier by far for themto pirate it off a trading
ship. It doesn't nake sense, boy. No sense at all."

Dew had settled heavily the night before. There was a rising stench in the
town, of burned wet homes. Here and there a few still snoldered. In front of
sonme, possessions were strewn out into the street, but | did not know if the
i nhabitants had tried to save sone of their goods, or if the raiders had begun
to carry things off and then changed their mnds. A saltbox without a lid,
several yards of green wool en goods, a shoe, a broken chair: the litter spoke
mut el y but eloquently of all that was honely and safe broken forever and
tranpled in the nud. A grimhorror settled on ne.

"W're too late," Chade said softly. He reined his horse in and Sooty stopped
besi de him

"What ?" | asked stupidly, jolted fromny thoughts.

"The hostages. They returned them"

"Wher e?"

Chade | ooked at me incredulously, as if | were insane or very stupid. "There.
In the ruins of that building."

It is difficult to explain what happened to ne in the next nonment of ny life.
So nmuch occurred, all at once. | lifted nmy eyes to see a group of people, al
ages and sexes, within the burned-out shell of some kind of store. They were
muttering anong thensel ves as they scavenged in it. They were bedraggl ed, but
seenmed unconcerned by it. As | watched, two wonen picked up the sane kettle at
once, a large kettle, and then proceeded to slap at one another, each attenpting
to drive off the other and claimthe [oot. They rem nded ne of a couple of crows
fighting over a cheese rind. They squawked and sl apped and cal |l ed one anot her
vile nanmes as they tugged at the opposi ng handl es. The other folk paid them no
m nd, but went on with their own | ooting.

This was very strange behavior for village folk. Always | had heard of how
after a raid, village fol k banded together, cleaning out and naki ng habitable
what buil dings were |l eft standing, and then hel pi ng one anot her sal vage
cheri shed possessions, sharing and naking do until cottages could be rebuilt,
and store buildings replaced. But these fol k seened conpletely carel ess that
they had | ost nearly everything and that famly and friends had died in the
raid. Instead, they had gathered to fight over what little was left.

This realization was horrifying enough to behol d.

But | couldn't feel themeither

I hadn't seen or heard themuntil Chade pointed themout. | would have ridden
right past them And the other nonentous thing that happened to ne at that point
was that | realized | was different fromeveryone else | knew |nagine a seeing
child growing up in a blind village, where no one el se even suspects the
possibility of such a sense. The child would have no words for colors, or for
degrees of light. The others woul d have no conception of the way in which the
child perceived the world. So it was in that noment as we sat our horses and
stared at the fol k. For Chade wondered out |oud, msery in his voice, "Wat is
wong with then? What's gotten into thenP"

I knew.

Al'l the threads that run back and forth between fol k, that tw ne from nother
to child, fromman to wonan, all the kinships they extend to famly and
nei ghbor, to pets and stock, even to the fish of the sea and bird of the
sky-all, all were gone

Al ny life, without knowing it, | had depended on those threads of feelings
to let me know when other live things were about. Dogs, horses, even chickens
had them as well as humans. And so | would | ook up at the door before Burrich
entered it, or know there was one nore newborn puppy in the stall, nearly buried
under the straw. So | woul d wake when Chade opened the staircase. Because
could feel people. And that sense was the one that always alerted ne first, that
let nme know to use ny eyes and ears and nose as well, to see what they were
about .
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But these fol k gave off no feelings at all

I magi ne water with no weight or wetness. That is how those folk were to ne.
Stripped of what nmade them not only human, but alive. To ne, it was as if |
wat ched stones rise up fromthe earth and quarrel and nutter at one another. A
little girl found a pot of jamand stuck her fist init and pulled out a handfu
to lick. A grown man turned fromthe scorched pile of fabric he had been
runmagi ng through and crossed to her. He seized the pot and shoved the child
asi de, heedl ess of her angry shouts.

No one noved to interfere.

| leaned forward and seized Chade's reins as he noved to disnount. | shouted
wordl essly at Sooty, and tired as she was, the fear in ny voice energized her.
She | eaped forward, and ny jerk on the reins brought Chade's bay with us. Chade
was nearly unseated, but he clung to the saddle, and | took us out of the dead

town as fast as we could go. | heard shouts behind us, colder than the how ing
of wolves, cold as stormw nd down a chimey, but we were nounted and | was
terrified. | didn't pull in or let Chade have his own reins back until the
houses were well behind us. The road bent, and beside a small copse of trees,
pulled in at last. | don't think | even heard Chade's angry denmands for an
expl anation until then

He didn't get a very coherent one. | |eaned forward on Sooty's neck and
hugged her. | could feel her weariness, and the trenbling of nmy own body. Diny

I felt that she shared ny uneasiness. | thought of the enpty fol k back in Forge
and nudged Sooty with ny knees. She stepped out wearily and Chade kept pace,
demandi ng to know what was wong. My mouth was dry and ny voice shook. | didn't
| ook at himas | panted out ny fear and a garbl ed expl anation of what | had
felt.

When | was silent, our horses continued to pace down the packed earth road.
At length | got up ny courage and | ooked at Chade. He was regarding ne as if |
had sprouted antlers. Once aware of this new sense, | couldn't ignore it. |
sensed his skepticism But | also felt Chade distance hinself fromne, just a
little pulling back, a little shielding of self fromsonmeone who had suddenly
becone a bit of a stranger. It hurt all the nore because he had not pulled back
that way fromthe folk in Forge. And they were a hundred tines stranger than |
was.

"They were |like marionettes,” | told Chade. "Li ke wooden things cone to life
and acting out sone evil play. And if they had seen us, they would not have
hesitated to kill us for our horses or our cloaks, or a piece of bread. They

." | searched for words. "They aren't even animals anynore. There's nothing
com ng out of them Nothing. They're like little separate things. Like a row of
books, or rocks or-"

"Boy," Chade sai d, between gentleness and annoyance, "you've got to get
yourself in hand. It's been a long night of travel for us, and you're tired. Too
|l ong without sleep, and the mind starts to play tricks, with waki ng dreans and-"

"No." | was desperate to convince him "It's not that. It's not going wthout
sl eep.”
"We'll go back there," he said reasonably. The norning breeze swirled his

dark cloak around him in a way so ordinary that | felt ny heart would break
How coul d there be folk like those in that village, and a sinple norning breeze
in the sane worl d? And Chade, speaking in so calmand ordinary a voice? "Those
folk are just ordinary folk, boy, but they've gone through a very bad tine, and
so they're acting oddly. | knew a girl who saw her father killed by a bear. She
was |ike that, just staring and grunting, hardly even noving to care for
herself, for nore than a nmonth. Those folk will recover when they go back to
their ordinary lives."

"Soneone's ahead!" | warned him | had heard nothing, seen nothing, felt only
that tug at the cobweb of sense I'd discovered. But as we | ooked ahead down the
road we saw that we were approaching the tail end of a ragtag procession of
people. Sone | ed | aden beasts, others pushed or dragged carts of bedraggl ed
possessi ons. They | ooked over their shoulders at us on our horses as if we were
denmons risen fromthe earth to pursue them
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"The Pocked Man!" cried a man close to the end of the Iine, and he lifted a
hand to point at us. His face was drawn with weariness and white with fear. His
voi ce cracked on the words. "It's the | egends cone to life," he warned the
others, who halted fearfully to stare back at us. "Heartl ess ghosts wal k
enbodi ed t hrough our village ruins, and the bl ack-cl oaked Pocked Man brings his
di sease upon us: W have lived too soft, and the old gods punish us. Qur fat
lives will be the death of us all."

"Ch, damm it all. | didn't nean to be seen like this," Chade breathed. |
wat ched hi ss pal e hands gather his reins turning his bay. "Follow nme; boy." He
did not |ook toward the man who still pointed a quivering finger at us. He noved

slow y, al nost |anguorously, as he guided his horse off the road and up a
tussocky hillside. It was the sane unchal | engi ng way of noving that Burrich had
when confronting a wary horse or dog. His tired horse left the snooth trai
reluctantly. Chade was headed up into a stand of birches on the hilltop.
stared at hi munconprehendingly. "Follow nme, boy," he directed ne over his
shoul der when | hesitated. "Do you want to be stoned in the road? It's not a
pl easant experience."

I noved carefully, swi nging Sooty aside fromthe road as if | were totally
unawar e of the panicky fol k ahead of us. They hovered there, between anger and

fear. The feel of it was a black-red snmear on the day's freshness. | saw a wonman
stoop, saw a man turn aside fromhis barrow.
"They're comng!" | warned Chade, even as they raced toward us. Sone gripped

stones and others green staffs freshly taken fromthe forest. Al had the
bedraggl ed |1 ook of townsfolk forced to living in the open. Here were the rest of
Forge's villagers, those not taken hostage by the Raiders. Al of that |
realized in the instant between digging in ny heels and Sooty's weary plunge
forward. Qur horses were spent; their efforts at speed were grudging, despite
the hail of rocks that thudded to the earth in our wake. Had the townsfol k been
rested, or less fearful, they would have easily caught us. But | think they were
relieved to see us flee. Their mnds were nore fixed on what wal ked the streets
of their village than in fleeing strangers, no matter how oni nous.

They stood in the road and shouted and waved their sticks until we were anong
the trees. Chade had taken the lead and | didn't question himas he took us on a
parall el path that would keep us out of the sight of the folk | eaving Forge. The
horses had settled back into a grudging plod. | was grateful for the rolling
hills and scattered trees that hid us fromany pursuit. Wen | saw a stream
glinting, | gestured to it without a word. Silently we watered the horses and
shook out for them sonme grain from Chade's supplies. | |oosened harness and
wi ped their draggled coats with handfuls of grass. For ourselves, there was cold
stream water and coarse travel bread. | saw to the horses as best as | could.
Chade seened full of his own thoughts, and for a long time | respected their
intensity. But finally | could contain my curiosity no |onger and | asked the
quest i on.

"Are you really the Pocked Man?"

Chade started, and then stared at nme. There were equal parts anmazenent and
rueful ness in that |ook. "The Pocked Man? The | egendary harbi nger of di sease and
di saster? Oh, cone, boy, you're not sinple. That | egend is hundreds of years
old. Surely you can't believe |I'mthat ancient."

| shrugged. | wanted to say, "You are scarred, and you bring death," but |
did not utter it. Chade did seemvery old to ne sonetinmes, and other tines so
full of energy that he seened but a very young man in an old nman's body.

"No, | amnot the Pocked Man," he went on, nmore to himself than to me. "But
after today, the runors of himw Il be spread across the Six Duchies |ike pollen
on the wind. There will be talk of disease and pestilence and di vi ne puni shnents
for i magi ned wongdoing. | wish | had not been seen like this. The folk of the
ki ngdom al ready have enough to fear. But there are sharper worries for us than
superstitions. However you knew it, you were right. | have been thinking, nost
carefully, of everything | sawin Forge. And recalling the words of those
villagers who tried to stone us. And the | ook of themall. | knew the Forge
folk, in tines past. They were doughty folk, not the type to flee in
superstitious panic. But those folk we saw on the road, that was what they were
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doi ng. Leaving Forge, forever, or at least so they intend. Taking all that is
left that they can carry. Leaving hones their grandfathers were born in. And
| eaving behind relatives who sift and scavenge in the ruins like wtlings.

"The Red-Ship threat was not an enpty one. | think of those folk and
shiver. Sonething is sorely wong, boy, and | fear what will come next. For if
t he Red- Ships can capture our folk, and then demand that we pay themto kil
them on fear that they will otherwise return themto us |like those ones
were-what a bitter choice! And once nore they have struck when we were | east
prepared to deal with it." He turned to ne as if to say nore, then suddenly
staggered. He sat down abruptly, his face graying. He bowed his head and covered
his face with his hands.

"Chade!" | cried out in panic, and sprang to his side, but he turned aside
from ne.

"Carris seed," he said through nmuffling hands. "The worst part is that it
abandons you so suddenly. Burrich was right to warn you about it, boy. But
sonetinmes there are no choices but poor ones. Sonetines, in bad tines |like
t hese. "

He Iifted his head. His eyes were dull, his nouth alnbst slack. "I need to
rest now," he said as piteously as a sick child. | caught himas he toppled and
eased himto the ground. | pillowed his head on ny saddl ebags and covered him
with our cloaks. He lay still, his pulse slow and his breathing heavy, fromthat
time until afternoon of the next day. | slept that night against his back,
hoping to keep himwarm and the next day used what was |eft of our supplies to
feed him

By that evening he was recovered enough to travel, and we began a dreary
journey. W went slowly, going by night. Chade chose our paths, but | |ed, and
often he was little nore than a | oad upon his horse. It took us two days to
cover the distance we had traversed in that one wild night. Food was sparse, and
tal k was even scarcer. just thinking seened to weary Chade, and whatever he
t hought about, he found too bl eak for words.

He pointed out where | should kindle the signal fire that brought the boat
back to us. They sent a dory ashore for him and he got into it w thout a word.
That showed how spent he was. He sinply assunmed | would be able to get our weary
horses aboard the ship. So ny pride forced ne to manage that task, and once
aboard, | slept as | had not for days. Then again we off-| oaded and nade a weary
trek back to Neatbay. We canme in during the snall hours of the norning and Lady
Thynme once nore took up residence in the inn

By afternoon of the next day | was able to tell the innkeeper that she was
doi ng nmuch better and would enjoy a tray fromher kitchens if she would send one
‘round to the roons. Chade did seem better, though he sweated profusely at
times, and at such tines snelled rancidly sweet of carris seed. He ate
ravenously and drank great quantities of water. But in tw days he had ne tel
the i nnkeeper that Lady Thyme would be | eaving on the norrow.

I recovered nore readily and had several afternoons of wandering Neat bay,
gawki ng at the shops and vendors and keeping ny ears wide for the gossip that
Chade so treasured. In this way we | earned nuch of what we had expected to.
Verity's dipl omacy had gone well, and Lady Grace was now the darling of the
town. Already | could see an increase in the work on the roads and
fortifications. Watch Island's tower was manned with Kelvar's best nmen, and folk
referred to it as Grace Tower now. But they gossiped, too, of how the Red- Ships
had crept past Verity's own towers, and of the strange events at Forge. | heard
nore than once about sightings of the Pocked Man. And the tales they told about
the inn fire of those who lived in Forge now gave ne ni ght nares.

Those who had fled Forge told soul -cleaving tales of kinfolk gone cold and
heartl ess. They lived there now, just as if they were still human, but those who
had known them best were the | east capabl e of being deceived. Those folk did by
day what had never been known to happen anytine in Buckkeep. The evils folk
whi spered were past ny inaginings. Ships no | onger stopped at Forge. lron ore
woul d have to be found el sewhere. It was said that no one even wanted to take in
the folk that had fled, for who knew what taint they carried; after all, the
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Pocked Man had shown hinself to them Yet sonehow it was harder still to hear
ordinary folk say that soon it would be over, that the creatures of Forge would
kill one another and thank all that was divine for that. The good fol k of

Neat bay wi shed death on those who had once been the good fol k of Forge, and
wished it as if it were the only good thing left that might befall them As well
it was.

On the night before Lady Thyne and | were to rejoin Verity's retinue to
return to Buckkeep, | awoke to find a single candl e burning and Chade sitting
up, staring at the wall. Wthout ny saying a word, he turned to ne. "You nust be
taught the Skill, boy," he said as if it were a decision painfully cone by.
"Evil times have come to us, and they will be with us for along tine. It is a
ti me when good nmen nust create whatever weapons they can. | will go to Shrewd
yet again, and this time | will demand it. Hard tines are here, boy. And
wonder if they will ever pass."

In the years to cone, | was to wonder that often

CHAPTER ELEVEN
For gi ngs

The POCKED MAN is a well-known figure in the folklore and drama of the Six
Duchies. It is a poor troop of Puppeteers who does not possess a narionette of
the Pocked Man, not only for his traditional roles, but also for his useful ness
as an omen of disaster to come in original productions. Sometinmes the Pocked Man
puppet is nerely displayed against the backdrop, to cast an om nous note to a
scene. Anmong the Six Duchies, he is a universal synbol

It is said the root of his | egend reaches back to the first peopling of the
Duchi es, not the conquering by the Farseer CQutislanders, but the npbst ancient
settling of the place by earlier immgrants. Even the Qutislanders have a
version of the nost basic legend. It is a warning story, of the wath of El the
Sea God at being forsaken

When the sea was young, El, the first Elder, believed in the people of the
i slands. To that folk he gave his sea, and with it all that swamw thin it, and

all lands it touched for their own. For many years the folk were grateful. They
fished the sea, lived on its shores wherever they would, and raided any others
who dared to take up abode where El had given themreign. Ohers who dared to
sail their sea were the rightful prey of the folk as well. The fol k prospered

and grew tough and strong, for El's sea wi nnowed them Their |ives were harsh
and dangerous, but it nade their boys grow to strong nmen and their maids

fearl ess wonen at hearth or on deck. The folk respected El and to that El der
they offered their praises and only by himdid they curse. And El took pride in
hi s fol k.

But in El's generosity, he blessed his folk too well. Not enough of them died
in the harsh winters, and the storms he sent were too nild to conquer their
seamanship. So the folk grew in nunber. So grew also their herds and fl ocks. In
fat years, weak children did not die, but grew, and stayed at home, and put | and
to the plowto feed the swollen flocks and herds and ot her weaklings |ike
thensel ves. The soil grubbers did not praise El for his strong wi nds and raiding
currents. Instead, they praised and cursed only by Eda, who is the El der of
those who plow and plant and tend the beasts. So Eda bl essed her weaklings with
the increase of their plants and beasts. This did not please El, but he ignored
them for he still had the hardy fol k of the ships and the waves. They bl essed
by himand they cursed by him and to encourage their strength he sent them
stornms and cold w nters.

But as time went on those loyal to El dwi ndled. The soft folk of the soi
seduced the sailors and bore themchildren fit only for tending to the dirt. And
the folk left the winter shores and ice-strewn pastures and noved south, to the
soft lands of grapes and grain. Fewer and fewer folk came each year to plow the
waves and reap the fish that El had decreed to them Less' and less often did E
hear his name in a blessing or a curse. Until at |ast there was a day when there
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was only one |left who only blessed or cursed in El's nane. And he was a skinny
old man, too old for the sea, swllen and aching in his joints with few teeth
left in his head. His blessings and curses were weak things and insulted nore
than pleased El, who had little use for rickety old nen.

At last there came a stormthat should have ended the old man and his small
boat. But when the cold waves closed over him he clung to the weckage of his
craft and dared to cry El for nercy, though all know nercy is not in him So
enraged was El by this blaspheny that he would not receive the old man into his
sea, but instead cast himup upon the shore and cursed himthat he could never
nmore sail, but neither could he die. And when he craw ed fromthe salt waves,
his face and body were pocked as if barnacles had clung to him and he staggered
to his feet and went forth into the soft |ands. And everywhere he went, he saw
only soft soil grubbers. And he warned themof their folly, and that El would
raise up a new and hardier folk and give their heritage to them But the folk
woul d not listen, so soft and set had they becone. Yet everywhere the old man
went, disease followed in his wake. And it was all the pox di seases he spread,
the ones that care not if a man is strong or weak, hard or soft, but take any
and all that they touch. And this was fitting, for all know that the poxes cone
up frombad dust and are spread by the turning of the soil

Thus is the tale told. And so the Pocked Man has becone the harbi nger of
deat h and di sease, and a rebuke for those who live soft and easily because their
| ands bear well.

Verity's return to Buckkeep was gravely marred by the events at Forge.
Verity, pragmatic to a fault, had hinmself |eft Bayguard as soon as Dukes Kel var
and Shenmshy had shown thensel ves in accord regardi ng Watch Island. Verity and
hi s picked troops had actually |eft Bayguard before Chade and | returned to the
inn. So the trek back had a hollow feel to it. During the days, and around the
fires at night, fol k spoke of Forge, and even within our caravan, the stories
mul tiplied and enbroi dered t hensel ves.

My journey hone was spoiled by Chade's resunption of his noisome charade as
the vile old lady. | had to fetch and wait upon her, right up to the tine that
her Buckkeep servants appeared to escort her back up to her chanmbers. "She"
lived in the wonen's wi ng, and though |I devoted nyself in the days to cone to

hear any and all gossip about her, | heard nothing except that she was reclusive
and difficult. How Chade had created her and maintained her fictitious
exi stence, | never conpletely discovered.

Buckkeep, in our absence, seened to have undergone a tenpest of new events,
so that | felt as if we had been gone ten years rather than a matter of weeks.
Not even Forge could conpletely eclipse Lady Gace's performance. The story was
told and retold, with mnstrels vying to see whose recounting woul d becone the
standard. | heard that Duke Kelvar actually went down on one knee and ki ssed the
tips of her fingers after she had spoken, very eloquently, about making the
towers the grand jewels of their land. One source even told nme that Lord Shenshy
had personally thanked the | ady and sought to dance often with her that evening,
and thus nearly precipitated an entirely different di sagreenent between the
nei ghbori ng dukedons.

I was gl ad of her success. | even heard it whispered, nore than once, that
Prince Verity should find hinself a |lady of |like sentinments. As often as he was
away, settling internal matters and chasing raiders, the people were beginning
to feel the need of a strong ruler at home. The old King, Shrewd, was stil
nom nal |y our sovereign. But, as Burrich observed, the people tended to | ook
ahead. "And," he added, "folk like to know the King-in-Witing has a warmbed to
come home to. It gives themsonething to make their fancies about. Few enough of
them can afford any romance in their lives, so they inmagine all they can for
their king. O prince."

But Verity hinself, | knew, had no time to think about well-warmed beds, or
any sort of bed at all. Forge had been both an exanple and a threat. Wrd of
others followed, three in swift succession. Croft, up in the Near I|slands, had
apparently been "Rai der-Forged" as it cane to be known, some weeks earlier. Wrd
was slow to cone fromicy shores, but when it cane, it was grim Croft folk,

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...ssassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (86 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:40 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

too, had been taken hostage. The council of the town had, |ike Shrewd, been
mystified by the Red-Ships' ultimatumthat they pay tribute or their hostages
woul d be returned. They had not paid. And |ike Forge, their hostages had been
returned, nostly sound of body, but bereft of any of the kinder enobtions of
humani ty. The whi spered word was that Croft had been nore direct in their
solution. The harsh climates of the Near Islands bred a harsh people. Yet even
they had deened it ki ndness when they took the sword to their now heartl ess Kkin.

Two other villages were raided after Forge. At Rockgate the folk had paid the
ransom Parts of bodi es had washed up the next day, and the village had gat hered
to bury them The news canme to Buckkeep with no apol ogies; only with the
unvoi ced assunption that had the King been nore vigilant, they would have had
warning of the raid at |east.

Sheepmire net the challenge squarely. They refused to pay the tribute, but
with the runors of Forge running hot through the |land, they prepared thensel ves.
They had net their returned hostages with halters and shackles. They took their
own fol k back, clubbing them senseless in sone cases, before tying them and
taking them back into their rightful homes. The village was united in attenpting
to bring themback to their former selves. The tales from Sheepnire were the
nmost told ones; of a nother who snapped at a child brought to her for nursing,
declaring as she cursed at it that she had no use for the whinpering, wet
creature. O the little child who cried and screamed at his bonds, only to fly
at his own father with a toasting fork as soon as the heartbroken sire rel eased
him Some cursed and fought and spat at their kin. Others settled into a life of
bondage and idl eness, eating the food and drinking the ale set before them but
of fering no words of thanks or affection. Freed of restraints, those ones did
not attack their own famlies, but neither did they work, nor even join with
themin their evening pastinmes. They stole without renpbrse, even fromtheir own
children, and squandered coi n and gobbled food |ike gluttons. No joy they gave
to anyone, not even a kind word. But the word from Sheepnire was that the folk
there intended to persevere until the "Red-Ship sickness" passed. That gave the
nobl es at Buckkeep a bit of hope to cling to. They spoke of the courage of the
villagers with adm ration and vowed that they, too, would do the same, if kin-of
theirs were Raider- Forged.

Sheepnire and its brave inhabitants became a rallying point for the Six
Duchies. King Shrewd | evied nore taxes in their nane. Sone went to provide grain
for those so occupied with caring for bound kin that they had no tinme to rebuild
their ravaged flocks or replant their burned fields. And sonme went to build nore
ships and hire nore men to patrol the coastlines.

At first folk took pride in what they would do. Those who lived on the sea
cliffs began to keep vol unteer watch. Runners and nessenger birds and signa
fires were kept in place. Sone villages sent sheep and supplies to Sheepnire, to
be given to those who needed help npbst. But as the | ong weeks passed and there
was no sign that any of the returned hostages had recovered their sensibilities,
those hopes and devotions began to seem pathetic rather than noble. Those who
had nost supported these efforts now declared that, were they taken hostage,
they woul d choose to be hacked to pieces and thrown into the sea rather than
returned to cause their famlies such hardshi p and heartbreak

Worst, | think, was that in such a tine the throne itself had no firmidea of
what to do. Had a royal edict been issued, to say either that fol k nust or nust
not pay the demanded tribute for hostages, it would have gone better. No matter
whi ch, some fol k woul d have di sagreed. But at |east the King would have taken a
stand, and peopl e woul d have had sone sense that this threat was bei ng faced.

I nstead, the increased patrols and watches only nade it seemthat Buckkeep
itself was in terror of this new threat, but had no strategy for facing it. In
the absence of royal edict, the coastal villages took things into their own
hands. The councils net, to decide what they would do if Forged. And sone

deci ded one way, and some the other

"But in every case," Chade told ne wearily, "it natters not what they decide;
it weakens their loyalty to the kingdom Wether they pay the tribute or not,
the Raiders may | augh over their blood ale at us. For in deciding, our villagers
are saying in their mnds, not "if we are Forged but "when we are Forged.' And
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thus they have already been raped in spirit, if not in flesh. They look at their
kin, nmother at child, man at parents, and already they have given themup to
death or Forging. And the kingdomfails, for as each town nust decide al one, so
it is separated fromthe whole. W will shatter into a thousand little
t ownshi ps, each worrying only about what it will do for itself if it is raided.
If Shrewd and Verity do not act quickly, the kingdomw || becone a thing that
exists only in nane, and in the mnds of its forner rulers."

"But what can they do?" | demanded. "No matter what edict is passed, it wll

be wong." | picked up the tongs and pushed the crucible | was tending a bit
deeper into the flanes.
"Sonetinmes," grunbled Chade, "it is better to be defiantly wong than silent.

Look, boy, if you, a nere lad, can realize that either decision is wong, so can
all folk. But at |east such an edict would give us a comopn response. It would
not be as if each village were left to lick its own wounds. And in addition to
such an edict, Shrewd and Verity should take other actions." He | eaned closer to
peer at the bubbling liquid. "Mdire heat," he suggested.

| picked up a small bellows, plied it carefully. "Such as?"

"Organize raids on the Qutislanders in return. Provide vessels and supplies
to any willing to undertake such a raid. Forbid that herds and fl ocks be grazed
so tenptingly on the coast pastures. Supply nore arns to the villages if we
cannot give each one nmen to protect it. By Eda's plow, give thempellets of
carris seed and nightshade to carry in pouches about their wists so that if
they are captured in a raid, they can take their own |lives instead of being
host ages. Anything, boy. Anything the King did at this point would be better
than this dam indeci siveness."

| sat staring at Chade. | had never heard hi mspeak so forcefully, nor had
ever known himto criticize Shrewd so openly. It shocked ne. | held ny breath,
hopi ng he'd say nore but al nost fearful of what | mght hear. He seenmed unaware
of ny stare. "Poke that a bit deeper. But be careful. If it explodes, King
Shrewd may have hinself two pocked nmen instead of one." He glanced at ne. "Yes,
that's how | was marked. But it nmight have well and truly been a pox, for how
Shrewd hears nme lately. '"I'lIl omens and warnings and cautions fill you,' he said
to ne. "But | think you want the boy trained in the Skill sinply because you
were not. It's a bad anbition, Chade. Put it fromyou' There speaks the Queen's
ghost with the King's tongue."

Chade's bitterness filled me with stillness.

"Chivalry. That's who we need now," he went on after a nonent. "Shrewd hol ds
back, and Verity is a good soldier, but he listens to his father too nuch.
Verity was raised to be second, not first. He does not take the initiative. W
need Chivalry. He'd go into those towns, talk to the fol k who have | ost | oved
ones to Forging. Dam, he'd even talk to the Forged ones thenselves ...."

"Do you think it would do any good?" | asked softly. | scarcely dared to
move. | sensed that Chade was talking nore to hinself than to ne.

"I't wouldn't solve it, no. But our folk woul d have a sense of their ruler's
i nvol venent. Sonetinmes that's all it takes, boy. But all Verity does is march
his toy soldiers about and wei gh strategies. And Shrewd watches it happen, and
thinks not of his people, but only of how to assure that Regal can be kept safe
and yet readied in power should Verity nmanage to get hinself killed."

"Regal ?" | blurted in amazenent. Regal, with his pretty clothes and cockere
posturings? Always he was at Shrewd's heels, but never had | thought of himas a
real prince. To hear his name cone up in such a discussion jolted ne.

"He has become his father's favorite," Chade growl ed. "Shrewd has done
not hing but spoil himsince the Queen died. He tries to buy the boy's heart with
gifts, nowthat his nmother is no | onger around to claimhis allegiance. And
Regal takes full advantage. He speaks only what the old man | oves to hear. And
Shrewd gives himtoo nuch rein. He |lets himwander about, squandering coin on
usel ess visits to Farrow and Tilth, where his nother's people fill Regal full of
i deas of his self-inmportance. The boy shoul d be kept at hone and nmade to give
sonme account for how he spends his tinme. And the King's noney. Wiat he spends
gal livanting about would have outfitted a warship." And then, suddenly annoyed:
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"That's too hot! You'll lose it, fish it out quickly."

But his words cane too late, for the crucible cracked with a noise like
breaking ice and its contents filled Chade's tower roomwi th an acrid snoke that
brought all lessons and talk to an end for that night.

I was not soon summoned again. My other |essons went on, but | mssed Chade
as the weeks passed and he did not call for nme. | knew he was not displ eased
with me, but only preoccupi ed. Wien, idle one day, | pushed ny awareness toward
him | felt only secrecy and di scordance. And a wallop to the back of ny head
when Burrich caught nme at it.

"Stop it," he hissed, and ignored ny studied | ook of shocked innocence. He
gl anced about the stall | was nucking out as if he expected to find a dog or cat
| urki ng.

"There's nothing here!" he excl ai ned.

"Just manure and straw," | agreed, rubbing the back of mny head.

"Then what were you doi ng?"

"Daydreaming," | nuttered. "That was all."

"You can't fool nme, Fitz," he growed. "And | won't have it. Not in ny
stables. You won't pervert ny beasts that way. O degrade Chivalry's bl ood. M nd
what |'ve told you.

I clenched nmy jaws and | owered ny eyes and kept on working. After a tine |
heard hi m sigh and nove away. | went on raking, inwardly seething and resolving
never to let Burrich cone up on me unawares agai n.

The rest of that summer was such a whirlpool of events that | find it hard to
recall their progression. Overnight, the very feeling of the air seened to
change. Wien | went into town, all of the talk was of fortifications and
readi ness. Only two nore towns were Forged that summer, but it seenmed a hundred,
for the stories of it were repeated and enlarged fromlip to |ip.

"Until it seems as if that is all folk talk about anynore," Mlly conpl ai ned
to ne.

We were wal ki ng on Long Beach, in the Iight of the sunmer evening sun. The
wind off the water was a welconme bit of cool after a nuggy day. Burrich had been
called away to Springnmouth to see if he could figure out why all the cattle
there were devel opi ng huge hide sores. It meant no norning | essons for ne, but
many, many nore chores with the horses and hounds in his absence, especially as
Cob had gone to Turlake with Regal, to manage his horses and hounds for a sunmmer
hunt .

But the opposite wei ght of the bal ance was that nmy evenings were | ess
supervised, and | had nore tinme to visit town.

My evening wal ks with Mlly were alnpst a routine now Her father's health
was failing and he scarcely needed to drink to fall into an early and deep sl eep
each night. Mdlly would pack a bit of cheese and sausage for us, or a snall | oaf
and sone snoked fish, and we woul d take a basket and a bottle of cheap w ne and
wal k out down the beach to the breakwater rocks. There we would sit on the rocks
as they gave up the | ast heat of the day, and Molly would tell ne about her
day's work and the day's gossip and | would listen. Sonetinmes our el bows bunped
as we wal ked.

"Sara, the butcher's daughter, told nme that she positively yearns for w nter
to cone. The winds and ice will beat the Red-Ships back to their own shores for
a bit, and give us a rest fromfear, she says. But then Kelty up and says that
maybe we'll be able to stop fearing nore Forging, but that we'll still have to
fear the Forged folk that are | oose in our |and. Runor says that sone from Forge
have | eft there, now that there's nothing left for themto steal, and that they
travel about as bandits, robbing travelers."

"l doubt it. Mre than likely it's other fol k doing the robbing, but trying
to pass thenselves off as Forged folk to send revenge | ooking el sewhere. Forged
fol k don't have enough kinship left in themto be a band of anything," |
contradicted her lazily. | was |ooking out across the bay, ny eyes al nost closed
against the glare of the sun on the water. | didn't have to look at Mdlly to
feel her there beside me. It was an interesting tension, one | didn't fully
under stand. She was sixteen, and | about fourteen, and those two years | ooned
between us |ike an insurmountable wall. Yet she always nade tinme for nme and
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seened to enjoy ny conpany. She seened as aware of ne as | was of her. But if |
quested toward her at all, she would draw back, halting to shake a pebble from
her shoe or suddenly speaking of her father's illness and how nuch he needed
her. Yet if |I drew ny sensings back fromthat tension, she became uncertain and
shyer of speech, and would try to look at nmy face and the set of ny nmouth and

eyes. | didn't understand it, but it was as if we held a string taut between us.
But now | heard an edge of annoyance in her speech.
"Ch. | see. And you know so nmuch of Forged folk, do you, nore than those who

have been robbed by then?"

Her tart words caught ne off balance and it was a nonent or two before
coul d speak. Mol ly knew nothing of Chade and ne, let alone of nmy side trip with
himto Forge. To her, | was an errand boy for the keep, working for the
stabl emaster when | wasn't fetching for the scribe. | couldn't betray ny
firsthand know edge, |et alone how | had sensed what Forgi ng was.

"I'"ve heard the talk of the guards, when they're around the stables and
kitchens at night. Soldiers |ike them have seen much of all kinds of folk, and
they're the ones who say that the Forged ones have no friendships, no famly, no
kinship ties at all left. Still, | suppose if one of themtook to robbing
travel ers, others would copy him and it would be al nost the sane as a band of
robbers. "

"Perhaps." She seened nollified by ny coments. "Look, let's clinb up there
to eat."”

"Up there" was a shelf on the cliff's edge rather than the breakwater. But |
assented with a nod, and the next handful of mnutes were spent in getting
oursel ves and our basket up there. It required nore arduous clinbing than our
earlier expeditions had. | caught nyself watching to see how Mdl |y woul d manage
her skirts, and taking opportunities to catch at her armto bal ance her, or take
her hand to help her up a steep bit while she kept hold of the basket. In a
flash of insight I knew that MlIly's suggestion that we clinb had been her way
of manipulating the situation to cause this. W finally gained the | edge and
sat, |ooking out over the water with her basket between us, and | was savoring
my awar eness of her awareness of ne. It rem nded ne of the clubs of the
Springfest jugglers as they handed them back and forth, back and forth, nore and
more and faster and faster. The silence lasted until a time when one of us had

to speak. | | ooked at her, but she | ooked aside. She |ooked into the basket and
said, "Onh, dandelion wine? | thought that wasn't any good until after
m dwi nter."

"It's last year's ... it's had a winter to age," | told her, and took it from

her to work the cork |l oose with nmy knife. She watched me worry at it for a
while, and then took it fromne, and drawi ng her own sl ender sheath knife, she
speared and twisted it out with a practiced knack that | envied.

She caught ny | ook and shrugged. "1've been pulling corks for nmy father for
as long as | can renenber. It used to be because he was too drunk. Now he
doesn't have the strength in his hands anynore, even when he's sober." Pain and
bitterness mngled in her words.

"Ah." | floundered for a nore pleasant topic. "Look, the Rainmaiden." |
poi nted out over the water to a sleek hulled ship comng into the harbor under
oars. "l've always thought her the nobst beautiful ship in the harbor."

"She's been on patrol. The cloth merchants took up a collection. Al nobst every
merchant in town contributed. Even |, although all | could spare was candles for
her lanterns. She's manned with fighters now, and escorts the shi ps between here
and Hi ghdowns. The G eenspray neets themthere and takes themfarther up the
coast."

"I hadn't heard that." And it surprised ne that | had not heard such a thing
up in the keep itself. My heart sank in ne, that even Buckkeep Town was taking
measur es i ndependent of the King's advice or consent. | said as nuch.

"Well, folk have to do whatever they can if all King Shrewd is going to do is
click his tongue and frown about it. It's well enough for himto bid us to be
strong when he sits secure up in his castle. It isn't as if his son or brother
or little girl will be Forged."
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It shamed nme that | could think of nothing to say in ny king' s defense. And

shame stung ne to say, "Well, you're alnost as safe as the King hinself, living
here bel ow i n Buckkeep Town."
Mol Iy | ooked at me levelly. "I had a cousin, apprenticed out in Forge Town."

She paused, then said carefully, "WII you think ne cold when | say that we were
relieved to hear he had only been killed? It was uncertain for a week or so, but
finally we had word from one who had seen himdie. And ny father and | were both
relieved. We could grieve, knowing that his life was sinply over and we woul d

mss him W no |onger had to wonder if he was still alive and behaving like a
beast, causing misery to others and shane to hinself."
| was silent for a bit. Then: "I'msorry." It seemed inadequate, and

reached out to pat her notionless hand. For a second it was alnost as if |
couldn't feel her there, as if her pain had shocked her into an enotiona
nunbness the equal of a Forged one. But then she sighed and | felt her presence
agai n beside nme. "You know," | ventured, "perhaps the King hinself does not know
what to do either. Perhaps he is at as great a loss for a solution as we are."

"He is the King!" Mily protested. "And nanmed Shrewd to be shrewd. Folk are
sayi ng now he but holds back to keep the strings of his purse tight. Wy should
he pay out of his hoard when desperate nerchants will hire nmercenaries of their
own? But, enough of this ..." and she held up a hand to stop ny words. "This is
not why we came out here into the peace and cool ness, to talk of politics and
fears. Tell nme instead of what you' ve been doing. Has the speckled bitch had her
pups yet ?"

And so we spoke of other things, of Mtley's puppies and of the wong
stallion getting at a mare in season, and then she told nme of gathering
greencones to scent her candl es and picking bl ackberries, and how busy she woul d
be for the next week, trying to nmake bl ackberry preserves for the winter while

still tending the shop and naki ng candl es.

We tal ked and ate and drank and watched the late sun of sunmer as it |ingered
| ow on the horizon, alnost but not quite setting. | felt the tension as a
pl easant thing between us, as a suspension and a wonder both. | viewed it as an
extension of ny strange new sense, and so | marveled that Mdlly seemed to fee
and react to it as well. | wanted to speak to her about it, to ask her if she

was aware of other folk in a simlar way. But | feared that if |I asked her,

m ght reveal myself as | had to Chade, or that she m ght be disgusted by it as
knew Burrich would be. So | smiled, and we tal ked, and | kept ny thoughts to
mysel f.

I wal ked her hone through the quiet streets and bid her good night at the
door of the chandl ery. She paused a nmonent, as if thinking of something else she
wanted to say, but then gave ne only a quizzical |ook and a softly nuttered
"Good ni ght, Newboy."

I took nyself home under a deeply blue sky pierced by bright stars, past the
sentries at their eternal dice gane and up to the stables. | nade a quick round
of the stalls, but all was calmand well there, even with the new puppi es.
noticed two strange horses in one of the paddocks, and one lady's palfrey had

been stabl ed. Sone visiting nobl ewoman cone to court, | decided. | wondered what
had brought her here at the end of the sumrer, and admired the quality of her
horses. Then | left the stables and headed up to the keep

By habit nmy path took nme through the kitchens. Cook was familiar with the
appetites of stable boys and nen-at-arns and knew that regular neals did not

al ways suffice to keep one full. Especially lately | had found nyself getting
hungry at all hours, while Mstress Hasty had recently declared that if | didn't
stop growing so rapidly, | should have to wap nyself in barkcloth Iike a wild
man, for she had no idea how to keep nme looking as if ny clothes fit. | was

al ready thinking of the big earthenware bow that Cook kept full of soft
biscuits and covered with a cloth, and of a certain wheel of especially sharp
cheese, and how well both would go with sonme ale when | entered the kitchen
door.

There was a wonan at the table. She, had been eating an apple and cheese, but
at the sight of me coming in the door, she sprang up and put her hand over her
heart as if she thought | were the Pocked Man hinself. | paused. "I did not nean
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to startle you, lady. | was nerely hungry, and thought to get nyself sone food.
WIl it bother you if | stay?"
The lady slowy sank back into her seat. | wondered privately what soneone of

her rank was doing alone in the kitchen at night. For her high birth was

sonet hing that could not be disguised by the sinple creamrobe she wore or the
weariness in her face. This, undoubtedly, was the rider of the palfrey in the
stable, and not sone lady's maid. |If she had awakened hungry at night, why
hadn't she sinply bestirred a servant to fetch sonething for her?

Her hand rose fromclutching at her breast to pat at her lips, as if to
steady her uneven breath. Wen she spoke, her voice was well nodul ated, al nost
musical. "I would not keep you fromyour food. | was sinply a bit startled. You

came in so suddenly."

"My thanks, |ady."

I noved around the big kitchen, fromale cask to cheese to bread, but
everywhere | went, her eyes followed nme. Her food lay ignored on the table where
she had dropped it when | came in. | turned frompouring nyself a nug of ale to
find her eyes w de upon ne. Instantly she dropped them away. Her nouth worked,
but she sai d not hing.

"May | do sonmething for you?" | asked politely. "Help you find sonething?
Woul d you care for sone al e?"

"If you would be so kind." She said the words softly. | brought her the nug I
had just filled and set it on the table before her. She drew back when | cane
near her, as if | carried sone contagion. | wondered if | snelled bad from ny
stable work earlier. | decided not, for Mdlly would have surely nentioned it.

Mol Iy was ever frank with ne about such things.

I drew another nug for nyself, and then, |ooking about, decided it would be
better to carry ny food off up to my room The |ady's whole attitude bespoke her
uneasi ness at ny presence. But as | was struggling to bal ance biscuits and
cheese and nug, she gestured at the bench opposite her. "Sit down," she told ne,

as if she had read ny thoughts. "It is not right | should scare you away from
your neal ."

Her tone was neither command nor invitation, but sonething in between. | took
the seat she indicated, ny ale slopping over a bit as | juggled food and nug
into place. | felt her eyes on ne as | sat. Her own food renai ned i gnored before
her. | ducked nmy head to avoid that gaze, and ate quickly, as furtively as a rat

in a corner who suspects a cat is behind the door, waiting. She did not stare
rudely, but openly watched nme, with the sort of observation that nmade ny hands
clumsy and led to ny acute awareness that | had just unthinkingly w ped ny nouth
on the back of ny sl eeve.

I could think of nothing to say, and yet the silence jabbed at ne. The
bi scuit seened dry in ny nouth, making me cough, and when | tried to wash it

down with ale, | choked. Her eyebrows tw tched, her nouth set nore firmy. Even
with ny eyes lowered to ny plate, | felt her gaze. | rushed through ny food,
wanting only to escape her hazel eyes and straight silent nouth. | pushed the
| ast hunks of bread and cheese into ny nmouth and stood up quickly, bunping
agai nst the tabl e and al nost knocking the bench over in ny haste. | headed
toward the door, then renenbered Burrich's instructions about excusing oneself
froma lady's presence. | swall owed ny hal f-chewed nout hf ul

"Good night to you, lady," |I muttered, thinking the words not quite right,
but unable to summon better. | crabbed toward the door

"Wait," she said, and when | paused, she asked, "Do you sl eep upstairs, or
out in the stabl es?"

"Both. Sonetines. | nmean, either. Ah, good night, then, lady." | turned and
all but fled. | was halfway up the stairs before | wondered at the strangeness
of her question. It was only when | went to undress for bed that | realized
still gripped ny enpty ale nug. | went to sleep, feeling a fool, and wondering
why.

CHAPTER TVELVE
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Pati ence

THE RED- SHI P RAI DERS WERE a misery and an affliction to their own folk |ong
before they troubled the shores of the Six Duchies. From obscure cult
begi nnings, they rose to both religious and political power by means of ruthless
tactics. Chiefs and headnen who refused to align with their beliefs often found
that their wives and children had become the victins of what we have cone to
call Forging, in nenory of the ill-fated town of Forge. Hard-hearted and crue
as we consider the Qutislanders to be, they have in their tradition a strong
vei n of honor and hei nous penalties for those who break the kin rules. |magine
the angui sh of the Qutislander father whose son has been Forged. He nust either
conceal his son's crimes when the boy lies to him steals fromhim and forces
hi nsel f upon the househol d wonen, or see the boy flayed alive for his crines and
suffer the losses of both heir and the respect of the other houses. The threat
of Forging was a powerful deterrent to opposing the political power of the
Red- Shi p Rai ders.

By the time the Red-Ship Raiders began to seriously harry our shores, they
had subdued nost opposition in the Qut Islands. Those who openly opposed them
died or fled. OGthers grudgingly paid tribute and clenched their teeth against
the outrages of those who controlled the cult. But many gladly joined the ranks,
and painted the hulls of their raiding vessels red and never questioned the
rightness of what they did. It seenms likely that these converts were forned
mostly fromthe | esser houses, who had never before been offered the opportunity
to rise in influence. But he who controlled the Red-Ship Raiders cared nothing
for who a man's forebears had been, so long as he had the nman's unswerving
| oyal ty.

| saw the lady twice nore before | discovered who she was. The second tine |
saw her was the next night, at about the sane hour. M|y had been busy with her
berries, so | had gone out for an evening of tavern nusic with Kerry and Dirk.
had had perhaps one or at nbst two nugs nore of ale than | should have. | was
neither dizzy nor sick, but | was placing nmy feet carefully, for | had already
taken one tunble in a pothole on the dusky road.

Separate but adjacent to the dusty kitchen courtyard with its cobbl es and
wagon docks is a hedged area. It is commonly referred to as the Wnen's Garden,
not because it is exclusively their province but sinply because they have the
tending and the knowing of it. It is a pleasant place, with a pond in the
m ddl e, and many | ow beds of herbs set anong flowering plantings, fruit vines,
and green stoned pathways. | knew better than to go straight to bed when | was
inthis condition. If | attenpted to sleep now, the bed would begin to spin and
sway, and within an hour | would be puking sick. It had been a pl easant evening,
and that seened a wetched way to end it, so | took nyself to the Wnen's Garden
i nstead of nmy room

In one angl e of the garden, between a sun-warned wall and a snaller pond,
there grow seven varieties of thyne. Their fragrances on a hot day can be
gi ddyi ng, but now, with evening verging on night, the mngling scents seened to
soothe nmy head. | splashed ny face in the little pool, and then put ny back to
the rock wall that was still releasing the sun's heat back to the night. Frogs
were chirruping to one another. | |owered ny eyes and watched the pond's calm
surface to keep nyself from spinning.

Foot st eps. Then a wonman's voi ce asked tartly, "Are you drunk?"

"Not quite," | replied affably, thinking it was Tilly the orchard girl. "Not
quite enough time or coin," | added jokingly.

"l suppose you learned it fromBurrich. The man is a sot and a | echer, and he
has cultivated like traits in you. Ever he brings those around himdown to his
| evel . "

The bitterness in the woman's voi ce made nme | ook up. | squinted through the
dimming light to nake out her features. It was the |ady of the previous evening.
Standi ng on the garden path, in a sinple shift, she | ooked at first glance to be
little nore than a girl. She was slender, and less tall than I, though | was not
overly tall for ny fourteen years. But her face was a wonan's, and right now her
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mouth was set in a condeming |ine, echoed by the brows knit over her haze
eyes. Her hair was dark and curling, and though she had tried to restrain it,
ringlets of it had escaped at her forehead and neck

It was not that | felt conpelled to defend Burrich; it was sinply that mny
condition was no doing of his. So | nmade answer sonething to the effect that as
he was some mles distant in a different town, he could scarcely be responsible
for what | put in nmy nouth and swal | owed.

The lady cane two steps closer. "But he has never taught you better, has he?
He has never counsel ed you agai nst drunkenness, has he?"

There is a saying fromthe Southlands that there is truth in wine. There nust
be a bit of it in ale, also. | spoke it that night. "Actually, ny |ady, he would
be greatly displeased with me right now First, he would berate ne for not
ari sing when a | ady spoke to nme." And here | lurched to ny feet. "And then, he
woul d I ecture nme | ong and severely about the behavior expected from one who

carries a prince's blood, if not his titles." | nanaged a bow, and when |
succeeded, | distinguished nyself by straightening up with a flourish. "So, good
evening to you, fair lady of the garden. | bid you good night, and | shal

renove ny oafish self fromyour presence."

I was all the way to the arched entryway in the wall when she called out,
"Wait!" But ny stomach gave a quietly protesting grunble, and | pretended not to
hear. She did not cone after me, but | felt sure she watched ne, and so | kept
my head up and ny stride even until | was out of the kitchen courtyard. | took
mysel f down to the stables, where | vonmited into the manure pile and ended up
sleeping in a clean enpty stall because the steps up to Burrich's |oft |ooked
entirely too steep

But youth is amazingly resilient, especially when feeling threatened. | was
up at dawn the next day, for | knew Burrich was expected hone by afternoon. |
washed nyself at the stables and decided the tunic | had worn for the last three
days needed to be replaced. | was doubly conscious of its condition when in the
corridor outside ny roomthe |ady accosted ne. She | ooked ne up and down, and
before | coul d speak, she addressed ne.

"Change your shirt," she told ne. And then added, "Those |eggi ngs nake you
look like a stork. Tell Mstress Hasty they need replacing."

"Good norning, lady," |I said. It was not a reply, but those were the only
words that cane to nme in ny astonishment. | decided she was very eccentric, even
more so than Lady Thyme. My best course was to hunor her. | expected her to turn

asi de and go on her way. Instead she continued to hold nme with her eyes.

"Do you play a musical instrument?" she demanded.

| shook ny head nutely.

"You sing, then?"

"No, ny lady."

She | ooked troubl ed as she asked, "Then perhaps you have been taught to
recite the Epics and the know edge verses, of herbs and healings and navi gation

that sort of thing?"

"Only the ones that pertain to the care of horses, hawks, and dogs," | told
her, alnost honestly. Burrich had denanded | |earn those. Chade had taught ne a
set about poisons and antidotes, but he had warned me they were not conmonly
known, and were not to be casually recited.

"But you dance, of course? And you have been instructed in the maki ng of
verse?"

I was totally confused. "Lady, | think you have confused ne with soneone
el se. Perhaps you are thinking of August, the King's nephew. He is but a year or
two younger than | and-"

"I am not nistaken. Answer ny question!" she demanded, al nost shrilly.

"No, ny lady. The teachings you speak of are for those who are ... wellborn
| have not been taught them"

At each of ny denials, she had appeared nore troubled. Her nouth grew
straighter, and her hazel eyes clouded. "This is not to be tolerated," she
declared, and turning in a flurry of skirts, she hastened off down the hallway.
After a nonment | went into nmy room changed ny shirt, and put on the | ongest
pair of leggings. | owned. | dismissed the lady fromny thoughts and threw
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nmyself into ny chores and | essons for the day.

It was raining that afternoon when Burrich returned. | nmet himoutside the
stabl es, taking his horse's head as he swing stiffly down fromthe saddl e.
"You've grown, Fitz," he observed, and | ooked me over with a critical eye, as if
I were a horse or hound that was showi ng unexpected potential. He opened his
mouth as if to say sonmething nore, then shook his head and gave a half snort.
"Wel I ?" he asked, and | began ny report.

He had been gone scarcely nore than a nmonth, but Burrich |iked to know things
down to the smallest detail. He wal ked beside nme, listening, as | |led his horse
to stall and proceeded to care for her

Sonetinmes it surprised me how nuch |i ke Chade he could be. They were very
alike in the way they expected ne to recall exact details, and to be able to
relate the doings of |last week or last nmonth in correct order. Learning to
report for Chade had not been that difficult; he had nerely formalized the
requirenents that Burrich had | ong expected of nme. Years later | was to realize
how simlar it was to the reporting of a man-at-arns to his superior

Anot her man woul d have gone off to the kitchens or the baths after hearing ny
sunmari zed version of everything that had gone on in his absence. But Burrich
i nsisted on wal king through his stables, stopping here to chat with a groom and
there to speak softly to a horse. When he cane to the lady's old palfrey, he
stopped. He | ooked at the horse for a few minutes in silence.

"I trained this beast," he said abruptly, and at his voice the horse turned
in the stall to face himand whickered softly. "Silk," he said softly, and
stroked the soft nose. He sighed suddenly. "So the Lady Patience is here. Has
she seen you yet?"

Now there was a question difficult to answer. A thousand thoughts collided in
my head at once. The Lady Patience, ny father's wife, and by many accounts, the
one nost responsible for nmy father's withdrawal fromthe court and from nme. That
was who | had been chatting with in the kitchen, and drunkenly sal uting. That
was who had qui zzed ne this norning on ny education. To Burrich | nuttered, "Not
formally. But we've net."

He surprised ne by |laughing. "Your face is a picture, Fitz. | can see she
hasn't changed nuch, just by your reaction. The first tine | nmet her was in her
father's orchard. She was sitting up in a tree. She demanded that | renpve a
splinter fromher foot, and took her shoe and stocking off right there so
could do it. Right there in front of nme. And she had no idea at all of who
was. Nor |, her. | thought she was a lady's maid. That was years ago, of course,
and even a few years before ny prince net her. | suppose | wasn't nuch ol der
than you are now." He paused, and his. face softened. "And she had a wetched
little dog she always carried about with her in a basket. It was al ways wheezi ng
and retching up wads of its own fur. Its nane was Featherduster." He paused a
monent, and smled alnost fondly. "What a thing to renmenber, after all these
years."

"Did she |ike you when she first met you?" | asked tactlessly.

Burrich | ooked at ne and his eyes becane opaque, the man di sappeari ng behind
the gaze. "Better than she does now," he said abruptly. "But that's of snall
import. Let's hear it, Fitz. What does she think of you?"

Now t here was another question. | plunged into an accounting of our neetings,
gl ossing over details as nuch as | dared. | was hal fway through ny garden
encounter when Burrich held up a hand.

"Stop," he said quietly.

I fell silent.

"When you cut pieces out of the truth to avoid |looking like a fool, you end
up sounding like a noron instead. Let's start again."

So | did, and spared hi mnothing, of either ny behavior or the lady's

comments. When | was finished, | waited for his judgnent. Instead, he reached
out and stroked the palfrey's nose. "Sone things are changed by tine," he said
at last. "And others are not." He sighed. "Well, Fitz, you have a way of
presenting yourself to the very people you should nost ardently avoid. | am sure

there will be consequences fromthis, but | have not the slightest idea what
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they will be. That being so, there's no point to worrying. Let's see the rat
dog's pups. You say she had six?"

"And all survived," | said proudly, for the bitch had a history of difficult
whel pi ng.

"Let's just hope we do as well for ourselves," Burrich nmuttered as we wal ked
through the stables, but when | glanced up at him surprised, he seened not to
have been talking to nme at all.

"I'"d have thought you' d have the good sense to avoid her," Chade grunbl ed at
ne.

It was not the greeting | had | ooked for after nore than two nonths' absence
fromhis chanmbers. "I didn't know it was the Lady Patience. |I'msurprised there
was not gossip about her arrival."

"She strenuously objects to gossip,” Chade inforned me. He sat in his chair
before the small fire in the fireplace. Chade's chanbers were chilly, and he was
ever vulnerable to cold. He | ooked weary as well tonight, worn by whatever he
had been doing in the weeks since 1'd |l ast seen him H s hands, especially,
| ooked ol d, bony and | unpy about the knuckles. He took a sip of his w ne and
continued. "And she has her eccentric little ways of dealing with those who tal k
about her behind her back. She has always insisted on privacy for herself. It is
one reason she woul d have nmade a very poor queen. Not that Chivalry cared. That
was a marriage he made for hinself rather than for politics. | think it was the
first major disappointment he dealt his father. After that, nothing he did ever
compl etely pleased Shrewd."

| sat still as a nmouse. Slink came and perched on my knee. It was rare to
hear Chade so tal kative, especially about matters relating to the royal famly
| scarcely breathed for fear of interrupting him

"Sometimes | think there was something in Patience that Chivalry
instinctively knew he needed. He was a thoughtful, orderly man, always correct
in his manners, always aware of precisely what was going on around him He was
chival rous, boy, in the best sense of that word. He did not give in to ugly or
petty inpul ses. That meant he exuded a certain air of restraint at all tinmes. So
those who did not know himwell thought himcold or cavalier.

"And then he met this girl ... and she was scarcely nore than a girl. And
there was no nore substance to her than to cobwebs and sea foam Thoughts and
tongue always flying fromthis to that, nitterdy-natterdy, with never a pause or
connection | could see. It used to exhaust ne just to listen to her. But
Chivalry would smile, and marvel. Perhaps it was that she had absolutely no awe
of him Perhaps it was that she didn't seemparticularly eager to win him But
with a score of nore eligible |adies, of better birth and brighter brains,
pursui ng him he chose Patience.

And it wasn't even tinely for himto wed; when he took her to wife, he shut
the gate on a dozen possible alliances that a wife could have brought him There
was no good reason for himto get nmarried at that tine. Not one."

"Except that he wanted to," | said, and then I could have bitten out ny
tongue. For Chade nodded, and then gave hinself a bit of a shake. He took his
gaze off the fire and | ooked at ne.

"Wl . Enough of that. | won't ask you how you made such an inpression on
her, or what changed her heart toward you. But |ast week she came to Shrewd and
demanded that you be recognized as Chivalry's son and heir and given an
education appropriate to a prince."

I was dizzied. Did the wall tapestries nove before me, or was it a trick of
nmy eyes?

"Of course he refused,"” Chade continued nercilessly. "He tried to explain to
her why such a thing is totally inpossible. Al she kept saying was, "But you
are the King. How can it be inpossible for you?' "~The nobles woul d never accept
him It would mean civil war. And think what it would do to an unprepared boy,
to plunge himsuddenly into this.' So he told her."

"Ch," | said quietly. | couldn't renenber what | had felt for the one
instant. Elation? Anger? Fear? | only knew that the feeling was gone now, and
felt oddly stripped and humiliated that | had felt anything at all
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"Patience, of course, was not convinced at all. "“Prepare the boy,' she told
the King. 'And when he is ready, judge for yourself.' Only Patience would ask
such a thing, and in front of both Verity and Regal. Verity listened quietly,
knowi ng how it nust end, but Regal was livid. He beconmes overwought far too
easily. Even an idiot should know Shrewd coul d not accede to Patience's denand
But he knows when to conpromise. In all else, he gave way to her, nostly | think
to stop her tongue."

"In all else?" | repeated stupidly.

"Some for our good, sone for our detrinent. O at least, for our damed
i nconveni ence." Chade sounded both annoyed and el ated. "I hope you can find nore
hours in the day, boy, for I"'mnot willing to sacrifice any of ny plans for
hers. Patience has denanded that you be educated as befits your bloodlines. And
she has vowed to undertake such educating herself. Misic, poetry, dance, song,
manners ... | hope you've a better tolerance for it than | did. Though it never
seenmed to hurt Chivalry. Sonetinmes he even put such know edge to good use. But
it will take up a good part of your day. You'll be acting as page for Patience
as well. You're old for it, but she insisted. Personally, | think she regrets
much and is trying to make up for lost tine, sonething that never works. You'l
have to cut back your weapons training. And Burrich will have to find hinself
anot her stable boy."

| didn't give a peg about the weapons training. As Chade had often pointed

out to me, a really good assassin worked close and quietly. If | learned ny
trade well, | wouldn't be swinging a | ong bl ade at anyone. But ny tinme with
Burrich-again | had the odd sensation of not knowing how! felt. | hated

Burrich. Sometines. He was overbearing, dictatorial, and insensitive. He
expected ne to be perfect, yet bluntly told me that | woul d never be rewarded
for it. But he was al so open, and blunt, and believed | could achieve what he
demanded . ...

"You' re probably wonderi ng what advantage she won us,

Chade went on

obliviously. | heard suppressed excitenent in his voice. "It's sonmething |'ve
tried for twice for you, and been twi ce refused. But Patience nattered at Shrewd
until he surrendered. It's the Skill, boy. You're to be trained in the Skill."
"The Skill," | repeated, w thout sense of what | was saying. It was all going
too fast for ne.
"Yes."

| scrabbled to find thoughts. "Burrich spoke of it to ne, once. Along tine
ago." Abruptly | renenbered the context of that conversation. After Nosy
accidentally betrayed us. He had spoken of it as the opposite of whatever was
the sense | shared with animals. The sanme sense had revealed to me the change in
the fol k of Forge. Would training in one free me of the other? O would it be a
deprivation? | thought of the kinship that | had shared with horses and dogs

when | knew Burrich was not around. | renenbered Nosy, in a mngling of warmnth
and grief. | had never been so close, before or since, to another Iiving
creature. Wuld this newtraining in the Skill take that away from me?

"What's the matter, boy?" Chade's voice was kindly, but concerned.

"I don't know." | hesitated. But not even to Chade could | dare to reveal ny

fear. O my taint. "Nothing, | guess.

"You' ve been listening to old tales about the training," he guessed, totally
incorrectly. "Listen, boy, it can't be that bad. Chivalry went through it. So
did Verity. And with the threat of the Red-Ships, Shrewd has decided to go back
to the old ways, and extend the training to other |ikely candidates. He wants a
coterie, or even two, to supplenment what he and Verity can do with the Skill
Galen is not enthused, but | suspect it's a very good idea. Though, being a
bastard nyself, | was never allowed the training. So |I've no real idea how the
Skill mght be enployed to defend the |and."

"You're a bastard?" The words burst out of ne. Al ny tangled thoughts were
suddenly sliced through by this revelation. Chade stared at nme, as shocked at ny
words as | by his.

"Of course. | thought you'd figured that out |ong ago. Boy, for soneone as
perceptive as you are, you've got sone very odd blind spots."

I looked at Chade as if for the first tinme. H's scars, perhaps, had hidden it
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fromnme. The resenbl ance was there. The brow, the way his ears were set, the
line of his lower Iip. "You' re Shrewd's son," | guessed wildly, going only by
hi s appearance. Even before he spoke, | realized how foolish nmy words were.

"Son?" Chade | aughed grimy. "How he would scow to hear you say that! But
the truth makes himgrimace even nore. He is ny younger half brother, boy,
t hough he was conceived in a wedded bed and | on a military camnpai gn near
Sandsedge. " Softly he added, "My nother was a soldier when | was conceived. But
she returned home to bear ne, and | ater wedded a potter. Wien ny nother died,
her husband put me on a donkey, gave nme a necklace she had worn, and told ne to
take it to the King at Buckkeep. | was ten. It was a long, hard road from
Wool cot to Buckkeep, in those days."

I couldn't think of anything to say.

"Enough of this." Chade straightened hinself up sternly. "Galen will be

instructing you in the Skill. Shrewd browbeat himinto it. He finally acceded,
but with reservations. No one is to interfere with any of his students during
the training. | wish it were otherwi se, but there's nothing | can do about it.
You'll just have to be careful. You know of Galen, don't you?"

"Alittle," | said. "Only what other people say about him"

"What do you know by yoursel f?" Chade quizzed ne.

I took a breath and considered. "He eats alone. |'ve never seen himat table,
either with the nen-at-arns, or in the dining hall. |I've never seen himjust

standi ng about and tal king, not in the exercise yard or the washing court or in
any of the gardens. He's always goi ng sonewhere when | see him and he's al ways
in a hurry. He's bad with aninmals. The dogs don't like him and he over controls
the horses so nmuch that he ruins their nouths and their tenperanents. | guess
he's about Burrich's age. He dresses well, alnpbst as fancy as Regal. |'ve heard
himcalled a queen's man."

"Why?" Chade asked qui ckly.

"Un it was a long tinme ago. Gage. He's a man-at-arns. He canme to Burrich one
night, a bit drunk, a bit cut up. He'd had a fight with Galen, and Galen hit him
inthe face with a little whip or sonething. Gage asked Burrich to fix himup,
because it was late, and he wasn't supposed to have been drinking that night.
Hi s watch was com ng up, or sonething. Gage told Burrich that he'd overheard
Gal en say that Regal was twice as royal as Chivalry or Verity, and it was a
stupid customthat kept himfromthe throne. Galen had said that Regal's nother
was better born than Shrewd's first queen. Wiich everyone knows is true. But
what angered Gage enough to start the fight was that Gal en said Queen Desire was
nmore royal than Shrewd hinself, for she'd Farseer blood fromboth her parents,
and Shrewd's was just fromhis father. So Gage swuing at him but Gl en
si destepped and struck himin the face with sonething."

| paused.

"And?" Chade encouraged ne.

"And so he favors Regal, over Verity or even the King. And Regal, well,
accepts him He's friendlier with himthan he usually is with servants or
soldiers. He seens to take counsel of him the fewtines |I've seen them
together. It's alnpst funny to watch themtogether; you'd think Gal en was api ng
Regal, fromthe way he dresses and wal ks as the Prince does. Sonetines they
al nost |1 ook alike."

"They do?" Chade |eaned closer, waiting. "What el se have you noticed?"

| searched nmy nenory for nore firsthand know edge of Galen. "That's all,
guess. "

"Has he ever spoken to you?"

"No. "

"l see." Chade nodded as if to hinself. "And what do you know of hi m by
reputation? What do you suspect?" He was trying to lead nme to sone concl usion,
but | could not guess what.

"He's fromFarrow. An Inlander. Hs fam |y cane to Buckkeep with King
Shrewd' s second queen. |'ve heard it said that he's afraid of the water, to sai
or to swm Burrich respects him but doesn't Iike him He says he's a man who
knows his job and does it, but Burrich can't get along with anyone who mistreats
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an animal, even if it's out of ignorance. The kitchen folk don't like him He's
al ways maki ng the younger ones cry. He accuses the girls of getting hair in his
meal s or having dirty hands, and he says the boys are too rowdy and don't serve
food correctly. So the cooks don't |ike himeither, because when the apprentices
are upset, they don't do their work well." Chade was still |ooking at ne
expectantly, as if waiting for something very inportant. | racked ny brains for
ot her gossip.

"He wears a chain with three genms set in it. Queen Desire gave it to him for
sonme special service he did. Un The Fool hates him He told ne once that if no
one else is around, Galen calls himfreak and throws things at him"

Chade's brows went up. "The Fool talks to you?"

Hi s tone was nore than incredul ous. He sat up in his chair so suddenly that
his wine | eaped out of his cup and splashed on his knee. He rubbed at it
distractedly with his sleeve.

"Sonmetinmes," | adnmitted cautiously. "Not very often. Only when he feels |ike
it. He just appears and tells ne things."

"Thi ngs? What kind of things?"

| realized suddenly that | had never recounted to Chade the fitz-fits-fats
riddle. It seenmed too conplicated to go into just then. "Ch, just odd things.
About two nonths ago he stopped ne and said the norrow was a poor day to hunt.
But it was fine and clear. Burrich got that big buck that day. You renenber. It
was the sanme day that we canme up on a wolverine. It tore up two of the dogs
badly."

"As | recall, it nearly got you
on his face.

| shrugged. "Burrich rode it down. And then he cursed nme down as if it were
my fault, and told ne that he'd have knocked me silly if the beast had hurt

Chade | eaned forward, an oddly pl eased | ook

Sooty. As if | could have known it would turn toward nme." | hesitated. "Chade, |
know the Fool is strange. But | like it when he cones to talk to me. He speaks
in riddles, and he insults nme, and makes fun of me, and gives hinself |eave to
tell ne things he thinks | should do, |ike wash ny hair, or not wear yellow But

"Yes?" Chade prodded as if what | were saying was very inportant.

"I like him" | said lamely. "He nocks me, but fromhim it- seens a
ki ndness. He makes ne feel, well, inportant. That he could choose nme to talk
to."

Chade | eaned back. He put his hand up to his nouth to cover a snmile, but it
was a joke | didn't understand. "Trust your instincts," he told nme succinctly.
"And keep any counsel the Fool gives you. And, as you have, keep it private that
he cones and speaks to you. Sone could take it am ss."

"Who?" | demanded.

"King Shrewd, perhaps. After all, the Fool is his. Bought and paid for."

A dozen questions rose to ny mnd. Chade saw t he expression on ny face, for
he held up a quelling hand. "Not now. That's as nmuch as you need to know ri ght
now. In fact, nore than you need to know. But | was surprised by your
revelation. It's not like me to tell secrets not ny owmn. If the Fool wants you
to know nore, he can speak for hinself. But | seemto recall we were discussing
Gal en. "

I sank back in ny chair with a sigh. "Galen. So he is unpleasant to those who
cannot challenge it, dresses well, and eats alone. Wat else do | need to know,
Chade? |1've had strict teachers, and |'ve had unpl easant ones. | think I'l
learn to deal with him"

"You'd better." Chade was deadly earnest. "Because he hates you. He hates you
nmore than he | oved your father. The depth of enotion he felt for your father
unnerved nme. No man, not even a prince, nerits such blind devotion, especially
not so suddenly. And you he hates, with even nore intensity. It frightens nme."

Somet hing in Chade's tone brought a sick chill stalking up frommy stonach. |
felt an uneasiness that alnbst made nme sick. "How do you know?" | denanded.

"Because he told Shrewd so when Shrewd directed himto include you anong his
pupils. “Does not the bastard have to |earn his place? Does not he have to be
content with what you have decreed for hinP' Then he refused to teach you."
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"He refused?"

"I told you. But Shrewd was adanmant. And he is King, and Gal en nust obey him
now, for all that he was a queen's man. So Galen rel ented and said he woul d
attenpt to teach you. You will neet with himeach day. Beginning a nonth from
now. You are Patience's until then."

"Wher e?"

"There is a tower top, called the Queen's Garden. You will be adnitted

there." Chade paused, as if wanting to warn nme, but not wishing to scare ne. "Be
careful ," he said at last, "for within the walls of the garden, | have no
influence. | amblind there."

It was a strange warning, and one | took to heart.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN
Smi t hy

THE LADY PATI ENCE ESTABLI SHED her eccentricity at an early age. As a snall
child, her nursenaids found her stubbornly independent, and yet |acking the
common sense to take care of herself. One remarked, "She would go all day with
her | aces undone because she could not tie themherself, yet would suffer no one
totie themfor her." Before the age of ten, she had decided to eschew the
traditional trainings befitting a girl of her rank, and instead interested
herself in handicrafts that were very unlikely to prove useful: pottery,
tattooi ng, the maki ng of perfumes, and the growi ng and propagation of plants,
especially foreign ones.

She did not scruple to absent herself for |long hours from supervision. She
preferred the woodl ands and orchards to her nother's courtyards and gardens. One
woul d have thought this would produce a hardy and practical child. Nothing could
be further fromthe truth. She seenmed to be constantly afflicted with rashes,
scrapes, and stings, was frequently | ost, and never devel oped any sensible
war i ness toward man or beast.

Her education cane |largely fromherself. She mastered reading and ci phering
at an early age, and fromthat time studied any scroll, book, or tablet that
came her way with voracious and indiscrimnate interest. Tutors were frustrated
by her distractible ways and frequent absences that seened to affect not at all

her ability to learn alnost anything swiftly and well. Yet the applying of such
know edge interested her not at all. Her head was full of fancies and

i magi ni ngs, she substituted poetry and music for logic and nmanners both, she
expressed no interest at all in social introductions and coquettish skills.

And yet she married a prince, one who had courted her with a single-m nded
enthusiasmthat was to be the first scandal to befall him

"Stand up straight!”

| stiffened.

"Not like that! You look Iike a turkey, drawn out and waiting for the ax.
Rel ax more. No, but put your shoul ders back, don't hunch them Do you al ways
stand with your feet thrown out so?"

"Lady, he is only a boy. They are always so, all angles and bones. Let him
cone in and be at ease."

"Ch, very well. Conme in, then."

I nodded ny gratitude to a round-faced serving woman who dinpled a snmle at
me in return. She gestured me toward a pew bench so bedecked with pillows and

shawl s that there was scarcely roomleft to sit. | perched on the edge of it and
surveyed Lady Patience's chanber.
It was worse than Chade's. | would have thought it the clutter of years if |

had not known that she had only recently arrived. Even a conplete inventory of
the room coul d not have described it, for it was the juxtaposition of objects
that made it remarkable. A feather fan, a fencing glove, and a bundl e of
cattails were all vased in a well worn boot. A small black terrier with two fat
puppi es slept in a basket lined with a fur hood and sone wool en stockings. A
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famly of carved ivory walruses perched on a tabl et about horse shoeing. But the
dom nant elenments were the plants. There were fat puffs of greenery overfl ow ng
clay pots, teacups and goblets and buckets of cuttings and cut flowers and
greenery, vines spilling out of handl el ess nugs and cracked cups. Failures were
evident in bare sticks poking up out of pots of earth. The plants perched and
huddl ed together in every location that would catch norning or afternoon sun
fromthe windows. The effect was |like a garden spilling in the wi ndows and
growi ng up around the clutter in the room

"He's probably hungry, too, isn't he, Lacey? |'ve heard that about boys.
think there's sone cheese and biscuits on the stand by ny bed. Fetch them for
him woul d you, dear?"

Lady Patience stood slightly nore than armis di stance away fromme as she
spoke past nme to her |ady.

"I'"'mnot hungry, really, thank you," | blurted out before Lacey could | unber
to her feet. "lI'mhere because | was told to nake nyself available to you, in
the nornings, for as long as you wanted ne."

That was a careful rephrasing. Wiat King Shrewd had actually said to ne was,
"CGo to her chanbers each norning, and do whatever it is she thinks you ought to
be doing so she | eaves ne al one. And keep doing it until she is as weary of you
as | amof her." His bluntness had astounded me, for | had never seen him so
bel eaguered as that day. Verity came in the door of the chanber as | was
scuttling out, and he, too, |ooked nmuch the worse for wear. Both men spoke and
moved as if suffering fromtoo nuch wi ne the night before, and yet | had seen
them both at table last night, and there had been a marked | ack of either
merriness or wine. Verity tousled my head as | went past him "Mre like his
father every day," he renmarked to a scowl ing Regal behind him Regal glared at
me as he entered the King's chanber and |l oudly closed the door behind him

So here | was, in ny lady's chanber, and she was skirting about ne and
tal king past ne as if | were an animal that m ght suddenly strike out at her or

soil the carpets. | could tell that it afforded Lacey much amusenent.

"Yes. | already knew that, you see, because | was the one who had asked the
King that you be sent here," Lady Patience explained carefully to ne.

"Yes, ma'am" | shifted on ny bit of seat space and tried to | ook intelligent
and wel|l mannered. Recalling the earlier times we had net, | could scarcely
bl ane her for treating ne like a dolt.

A silence fell. | looked around at things in the room Lady Patience | ooked

toward a wi ndow. Lacey sat and snirked to herself and pretended to be tatting
| ace.

"Ch. Here." Swift as a diving hawk, Lady Patience stooped down and sei zed the
black terrier pup by the scruff of the neck. He yelped in surprise, and his
nmot her | ooked up in annoyance as Lady Patience thrust himinto my arns. "This
one's for you. He's yours now. Every boy should have a pet."

I caught the squirm ng puppy and managed to support his body before she |let
go of him "O maybe you'd rather have a bird? | have a cage of finches in ny
bedchanmber. You coul d have one of them if you'd rather."

"Uh, no. A puppy's fine. A puppy is wonderful." The second half of the
statement was nade to the pup. My instinctive response to his high-pitched
yi-yi-yi had been to quest out to himwith calm H s nother had sensed ny
contact with himand approved. She settled back into her basket with the white
pup with blithe unconcern. The puppy | ooked up at me and net ny eyes directly.
This, in ny experience, was rather unusual. Mst dogs avoi ded prol onged direct
eye contact. But al so unusual was his awareness. | knew fromsurreptitious
experinents in the stable that nost puppies his age had little nore than fuzzy
sel f-awareness, and were nostly tuned to nmother and nil k and i mredi ate needs.
This little fellow had a solidly established identity within hinmself, and a deep
interest in all that was going on around him He |iked Lacey, who fed himbits
of nmeat, and was wary of Patience, not because she was cruel, but because she
stunmbl ed over himand kept putting himback in the basket each tinme he
| aboriously clanbered out. He thought | snelled very exciting, and the scents of
horses and birds and other dogs were like colors in his mnd, inages of things
that as yet had no shape or reality for him but that he nonethel ess found
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fascinating. | inmaged the scents for himand he clinbed ny chest, wiggling,
sniffing and licking me in his excitenent. Take ne, show ne, take ne.

" even |istening?"

I winced, expecting a rap fromBurrich, then cane back to awareness of where
I was and of the small woman standing before me with her hands on her hips.

"I think sonething's wong with him" she abruptly observed to Lacey. "D d
you see how he was sitting there, staring at the puppy? | thought he was about
to go off into sone sort of fit."

Lacey smiled benignly and went on with her tatting. "Fair rem nded nme of you,
| ady, when you start pottering about with your | eaves and bits of plants and end
up staring at the dirt."

"Well," said Patience; clearly displeased. "It is quite one thing for an
adult to be pensive," she observed firmy, "and another for a boy to stand about
| ooki ng daft."

Later, | promised the pup. "I"'msorry," | said, and tried to | ook repentant.

"I was just distracted by the puppy."” He had cuddled into the crook of ny arm
and was casually chewing the edge of ny jerkin. It is difficult to explain what

| felt. | needed to pay attention to Lady Patience, but this small being
snuggl ed agai nst ne was radiating delight and contentnent. It is a heady thing
to be suddenly proclaimed the center of soneone's world, even if that someone is
an ei ght-week-ol d puppy. It nmade ne realize how profoundly alone | had felt, and
for how long. "Thank you," | said, and even | was surprised at the gratitude in
my voice. "Thank you very nuch."

"It's just a puppy," Lady Patience said, and to ny surprise she | ooked al nost
ashaned. She turned aside and stared out the wi ndow. The puppy licked his nose
and closed his eyes. Warm Sleep. "Tell ne about yourself," she demanded
abruptly.

It took nme aback. "Wat would you like to know, |ady?"

She made a small frustrated gesture. "Wat do you do each day? Wat have you
been taught ?"

So | attenpted to tell her, but | could see it didn't satisfy her. She folded
her lips tightly at each nmention of Burrich's name. She wasn't inpressed with
any of nmy martial training. O Chade, | could say nothing. She nodded in
grudgi ng approval at ny study of |anguages, witing, and ciphering.

"Well," she interrupted suddenly. "At least you're not totally ignorant. If
you can read, you can learn anything. If you've a will to. Have you a will to
| earn?"

"l suppose so." It was a | ukewarm answer, but | was beginning to fee
badgered. Not even the gift of the puppy could outweigh her belittlement of ny
| ear ni ng.

"l suppose you will learn, then. For | have a will that you will, even if you

do not yet." She was suddenly stern, in a shifting of attitude that left ne
bewi | dered. "And what do they call you, boy?"

The question again. "Boy is fine," | nuttered. The sl eeping puppy in ny arns
whinpered in agitation. | forced nyself to be calmfor him

I had the satisfaction of seeing a stricken look flit briefly across
Patience's face. "I shall call you, oh, Thomas. Tom for every day. Does that
suit you?"

"l suppose so," | said deliberately. Burrich gave nore thought to -namng a

dog than that. We had no Bl ackies or Spots in the stables. Burrich naned each
beast as if they were royalty, with nanes that described themor traits he
aspired to for them Even Sooty's nanme nasked a gentle fire | had cone to
respect. But this wonman nanmed ne Tom after no nore than an indrawn breath. |

| ooked down so she couldn't see ny eyes.

"Fine, then," she said, a trifle briskly. "Cone tonorrow at the sane tine. |
shal | have sone things ready for you. | warn you, | shall expect willing effort
fromyou. Good day, Tom™"

"Good day, |ady."

I turned and left. Lacey's eyes followed ne, and then darted back to her
m stress. | sensed her disappointnent, but did not know what it was about.
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It was still early in the day. This first audi ence had taken | ess than an
hour. | wasn't expected anywhere; this time was my own. | headed for the
kitchens, to wheedle scraps for nmy pup. It would have been easy to take hi m down
to the stables, but then Burrich would have known about him 1, had no illusions
about what woul d happen next. The pup would stay in the stables. He woul d be
nonm nally nmine, but Burrich would see that this new bond was severed. | had no
intention of allowi ng that to happen

I made ny plans. A basket fromthe |launderers, an old shirt over straw for
his bed. His messes now would be small, and as he got older ny bond with him
woul d make himeasy to train. For now, he'd have to stay by himself for part of
each day. But as he got older he could go about with ne. Eventually, Burrich
woul d find out about him | resolutely pushed that thought aside. 1'd deal with
that later. For now, he needed a name. | |ooked himover. He was not the
curly-haired yappy type of terrier. He would have a short snpoth coat, a thick
neck, and a mouth like a coal scuttle. But grown, he'd be | ess than knee high,
so it couldn't be too weighty of a nane. | didn't want himto be a fighter. So
no Ri pper or Charger. He would be tenacious, and alert. Gip, nmaybe. O Sentry.

"Or Anvil. O Forge."

I | ooked up. The Fool stepped out of an alcove and foll owed nme down the hall.

"Why?" | asked. | no longer questioned the way the Fool could guess what |
was t hi nki ng.

"Because your heart will be hanmered against him and your strength will be
tenpered in his fire."

"Sounds a bit dramatic to ne," | objected. "And Forge is a bad word now. |
don't want to mark ny pup with it. Just the other day, down in town, | heard a
drunk yell at a cutpurse, “~May your wonan be Forged.' Everyone in the street
st opped and stared."

The Fool shrugged. "Well they mght.'
then. O Smithy. Let ne see hinP"

Reluctantly | gave over ny puppy. He stirred, awakened, and then wiggled in
the Fool's hands. No smell, no snell. | was astonished to agree with the pup
Even with his little black nose working for ne, the Fool had no detectable
scent. "Careful. Don't drop him"

"I''ma fool, not a dolt," said the Fool, but he sat on ny bed and put the pup
beside him Smithy instantly began snuffling and rucking ny bed. | sat on the
other side of himlest he venture too near the edge.

"So," the Fool asked casually, "are you going to let her buy you with gifts?"

"Way not?" | tried to be disdainful

"I't would be a mistake, for both of you." The Fool tweaked Smithy's tiny
tail, and he spun 'round with a puppy grow . "She's going to want to give you
things. You'll have to take them for there's no polite way to refuse. But
you'll have to decide whether they'll nmake a bridge between you, or a wall."

"Do you know Chade?" | asked abruptly, for the Fool sounded so like him!l
suddenly had to know. | had never nentioned Chade to anyone el se, save Shrewd,
nor heard tal k of himfrom anyone around the keep

"Shade or sunlight, | know when to keep a grip on ny tongue. It would be a
good thing for you to learn as well." The Fool rose suddenly and went to the
door. He lingered there a nonment. "She only hated you for the first few nonths.
And it wasn't truly hate of you; it was blind jeal ousy of your nother, that she
could bear a babe to Chivalry, but Patience could not. After that, her heart
softened. She wanted to send for you, to raise you as her own. Sone m ght say
she nerely wanted to possess anything that touched Chivalry. But | don't think
so."

He followed nme into ny room "Smth,

I was staring at the Fool
"You |l ook like a fish, with your nouth open like that," he observed. "But of
course, your father refused. He said it m ght appear he was formally

acknow edgi ng his bastard. But | don't think that was it at all. | think it
woul d have been dangerous for you." The Fool nade an odd pass with his hand, and
a stick of dried neat appeared in his. fingers. | knew it had been up his

sl eeve, but | was unable to see how he acconplished his tricks. He flipped the
meat onto ny bed and the puppy sprang on it greedily.
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"You can hurt her, if you choose,"” he offered me. "She feels such guilt at
how al one you have been. And you |l ook so |like Chivalry, anything you say will be
as if it cane fromhis lips. She's |ike a gemwith a flaw. One precise tap from
you, and she will fly all to pieces. She's half-mad as she is, you know. They
woul d never have been able to kill Chivalry if she hadn't consented to his
abdi cation. At least, not with such blithe dism ssal of the consequences. She
knows that."

"Who is “they'?" | demanded.

"Who are they?" the Fool corrected ne, and whi sked out of sight. By the tine

| got to the door, he was gone. | quested after him but got nothing. Al nost as
if he were Forged. | shivered at that thought, and went back to Smthy. He was
chewing the nmeat to slinmy bits all over ny bed. | watched him "The Fool's
gone," | told Smthy. He wagged a casual acknow edgnent and went on worrying his
neat .

He was mine, given to ne. Not a stable dog | cared for, but mne, and outside
of Burrich's know edge or authority. Qther than ny clothes and the copper
bracel et that Chade had given ne, | had few possessions. But he nade up for al
| acks | m ght ever have had.

He was a sleek and healthy pup. H's coat was snmooth now, but would grow
bristly as he matured. When | held himup to the window, | could see faint
mottlings of color in his coat. He'd be a dark brindle, then. | discovered one
white spot on his chin, and another on his left hind foot. He clanped his little
jaws on ny shirtsleeve and shook it violently, uttering savage puppy grow s.
tussled himon the bed until he fell into a deep, linp sleep. Then | noved him
to his straw cushion and went reluctantly to ny afternoon | essons and chores.

That initial week with Patience was a trying tinme for both of us. | |earned
to keep a thread of ny attention always with himso he never felt al one enough
to howl when | left him But that took practice, so | felt somewhat distracted
Burrich frowned about it, but | persuaded himit was due to ny sessions with
Patience. "I have no idea what that worman wants fromne," | told himby the
third day. "Yesterday it was nusic. In the space of two hours, she attenpted to
teach nme to play the harp, the sea pipes, and then the flute. Every tinme | cane
close to figuring out a few notes on one or the other of them she snatched it
away and commanded that | try a different one. She ended that session by saying
that | had no aptitude for nmusic. This norning it was poetry. She set herself to
teaching me the one about Queen Heal sall and her garden. It has a long bit,
about all the herbs she grew and what each was for. And she kept getting it
bungl ed, and got angry at me when | repeated it back to her that way, saying
that | nust know that catnmint is not for poultices and that | was nocking her.

It was alnost a relief when she said | had given her such a headache that we
must stop. And when | offered to bring her buds fromthe | ady's-hand bush for

her headache, she sat right up and said, “~There! | knew you were nocking ne.' |
don't know how to please her, Burrich."
"Wy woul d you want to?" he growed, and | et the subject drop

That evening Lacey canme to ny room She tapped, then entered, winkling her
nose. "You'd better bring up sone strewing herbs if you're going to keep that
pup in here. And use sone vinegar and water when you scrub up his nesses. It
smells like a stable in here."

"l suppose it does," | admitted. | |ooked at her curiously and waited.

"l brought you this. You seenmed to |like it best." She held out the sea pipes.
I looked at the short, fat tubes bound together with strips of leather. | had
liked it best of the three instrunents. The harp had far too many strings, and
the flute had seenmed shrill to nme even when Patience had played it.

"Did Lady Patience send it to ne?" | asked, puzzled.

"No. She doesn't know |'ve taken it. She'll assunme it's lost in her litter,
as usual . "

"Way did you bring it?"

"For you to practice on. Wen you've a little skill with it, bring it back
and show her."

"\ 2"
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Lacey sighed. "Because it woul d nake her feel better. And that woul d make ny
life much easier. There's nothing worse than being naid to soneone as heartsick
as Lady Patience. She |ongs desperately for you to be good at sonething. She
keeps trying you out, hoping that you'll nanifest sone sudden talent so that she
can flout you about and tell folk, "There, | told you he had it in him"' Now,
I'"ve had boys of nmy own, and | know boys aren't that way. They don't |earn, or
grow, or have nmanners when you're |ooking at them But turn away, and turn back,
and there they are, smarter, taller, and charm ng everyone but their own
nmot hers. "

I was a little lost. "You want ne to learn to play this so Patience will be
happy?"

"So she can feel she's given you sonething."

"She gave nme Smithy. Nothing she can ever give nme will be better than him".

Lacey | ooked surprised at ny sudden sincerity. So was |. "Well. You night
tell her that. But you might also try to learn to play the sea pipes or recite a
ballad or sing one of the old prayers. That she m ght understand better."

After Lacey left, | sat thinking, caught between anger and w stful ness.
Pati ence wished ne to be a success and felt she nust discover sonething | could
do. As if, before her, | had never done or acconplished anything. But as
mul | ed over what | had done, and what she knew of nme, | realized that her inage
of me nust be a rather flat one. | could read and wite, and take care of a
horse or dog. | could al so brew poisons, nake sleeping drafts, smuggle, lie, and

do sl eight of hand, none of which would have pleased her even if she had known.
So, was there anything to me, other than being a spy or assassin?

The next norning | arose early and sought Fedwen. He was pl eased when
asked to borrow brushes and colors fromhim The paper he gave ne was better
than practice sheets, and he nade ne promise to show himny efforts. As | nade
my way up the stairs | wondered what it would be |ike to apprentice with him
Surely it could not be any harder than what | had been set to lately.

But the task | had set nyself proved harder than any Patience had put ne to.

I could see Snithy asleep on his cushion. How could the curve of his back be
different fromthe curve of a rune, the shades of his ears so different fromthe
shadi ng of the herbal illustrations | painstakingly copied fromFedwen's work.
But they were, and | wasted sheet after sheet of paper until | suddenly saw that
it was the shadows around the pup that nmade the curves of his back and the |ine
of his haunch. | needed to paint |ess, not nore, and put down what ny eye saw
rather than what ny nind knew.

It was |ate when | washed out ny brushes and set themaside. | had two that
pl eased, and a third that | |iked, though it was soft and nuzzy, nore |like a
dream of a puppy than a real puppy. More like what | sensed than what | saw, |
t hought to nyself.

But when | stood outside Lady Patience's door, | |ooked down at the papers in
my hand and suddenly saw nyself as a toddler presenting crushed and wlted
dandelions to his nother. What fitting pastinme was this for a youth? If | were
truly Fedwen's apprentice, then exercises of this sort would be appropriate,
for a good scriber nust illustrate and illumnate as well as scribe. But the
door opened before | knocked and there | was, ny fingers snudged still with
pai nt and t he pages danp in ny hand.

I was wordl ess when Patience irritably told ne to cone inside, that | was
| at e enough already. | perched on the edge of a chair with a crunpled cl oak and
sonme half finished bit of stitchery. | set ny paintings to one side of ne, atop
a stack of tablets.

"I think you could learn to recite verse, if you chose to," she remarked with
some asperity. "And therefore you could |learn to conpose verse, if you chose to.
Rhyt hm and neter are no nore than ... is that the puppy?"

"It's neant to be," | nuttered, and could not renenber feeling nore
wret chedly enbarrassed in ny life.

She lifted the sheets carefully and exam ned each one in turn, holding them
close and then at arms |length. She stared | ongest at the nuzzy one. "Wuo did
these for you?" she asked at last. "Not that it excuses your being late. But |
could find good use for sonmeone who can put on paper what the eye sees, with the
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colors so true. That is the trouble with all the herbals | have; all the herbs
are painted the sane green, no matter if they are gray or tinged pink as they
grow. Such tablets are useless if you are trying to learn fromthem"

"l suspect he's painted the puppy hinself, ma'am" Lacey interrupted
beni gnly.

"And the paper, this is better than what |'ve had to-" Patience paused
suddenly. "You, Thomas?" (And | think that was the first time she renmenbered to
use the nane she had bestowed on ne.) "You paint |ike this?"

Bef ore her incredul ous | ook, | nanaged a quick nod. She held up the pictures
again. "Your father could not draw a curved line, save it was on a map. Did your
nmot her dr aw?"

"l have no nenories of her, lady." My reply was stiff. | could not recal
that anyone had ever been brave enough to ask nme such a thing before.

"What, none? But you were six years old. You nust renenber sonething-the
col or of her hair, her voice, what she called you ...." Was that a pai ned hunger
in her voice, a curiosity she could not quite bear to satisfy?

Almost, for a monent, | did remenber. A snell of mint, or was it ... it was
gone. "Nothing, lady. If she had wanted ne to renenber her, she would have kept
me, | suppose.” | closed ny heart. Surely | owed no renenbrance to the nother
who had not kept me, nor ever sought ne since.

"Well." For the first time | think Patience realized she had taken our
conversation into a difficult area. She stared out the wi ndow at a gray day.
"Sonmeone has taught you well," she observed suddenly, too brightly.

"Fedwren." When she said nothing, | added, "The court scribe, you know. He
would Iike ne to apprentice to him He is pleased with ny letters, and works
with me now on the copying of his inmages. Wen we have tinme, that is. | amoften

busy, and he is often out questing after new paper reeds."

"Paper reeds?" she asked distractedly.

"He has a bit of paper. He had several neasures of it, but little by little
he has used it. He got it froma trader, who had it from another, and yet
anot her before him so he does not know where it first came from But from what
he was told, it was made of pounded reeds. The paper is a nuch better quality
than any we nake; it is thin, flexible, and does not crunble so readily with
age, yet it takes ink well, not soaking it up so that the edges of runes blur.
Fedwren says that if we could duplicate it, it would change much. Wth a good,
sturdy paper, any nman m ght have a copy of tablet lore fromthe keep. Wre paper
cheaper, nore children could be taught to wite and to read both, or so he says.
I do not understand why he is so-"

"I did not know any here shared ny interest." A sudden animation lit the
| ady's face. "Has he tried paper nade frompounded lily root? | have had sone
success with that. And al so with paper created by first weaving and then
wet - pressi ng sheets nmade with threads of bark fromthe kinue tree. It is strong
and flexible, yet the surface |eaves nmuch to be desired. Unlike this paper "

She gl anced again at the sheets in her hand and fell silent. Then she asked
hesitantly, "You like the puppy this nmuch?"

"Yes," | said sinply, and our eyes suddenly nmet. She stared into ne in the
sanme distracted way that she often stared out the wi ndow. Abruptly, her eyes
brimmed with tears.

"Sonetinmes, you are so like himthat ..." She choked. "You should have been
mne! It isn't fair, you should have been mne!"

She cried out the words so fiercely that |I thought she would strike ne.

I nstead, she | eaped at ne and caught me in a flying hug, at the sane tine
treadi ng upon her dog and overturning a vase of greenery. The dog sprang up with
a yelp, the vase shattered on the floor, sending water and shards in all
directions, while ny lady's forehead caught nme squarely under the chin, so that
for a nonent all | saw was sparks. Before |I could react, she flung herself from
me and fled into her bedchanmber with a cry like a scalded cat. She slanmed the
door behind her.

And all the while Lacey kept on with her tatting.

"She gets like this, sonetines," she observed benignly, and nodded nme toward
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the door. "Cone again tonorrow," she reni nded ne, and added, "You know, Lady
Pati ence has become quite fond of you."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Gl en

GALEN, SON OF A weaver, came to Buckkeep as a boy. H's father was one of
Queen Desire's personal servants who followed her fromFarrow. Solicity was then
the Skillmaster at Buckkeep. She had instructed King Bounty and his son Shrewd
inthe Skill, so by the time Shrewd's sons were boys, she was ancient already.
She petitioned King Bounty that she might take an apprentice, and he consented.
Gal en was greatly favored of the Queen, and at Queen-in-Waiting Desire's
energetic urging, Solicity chose the youth Galen as her apprentice. At that
time, as now, the Skill was denied to bastards of the Farseer House, but when
the tal ent bl oomed, unexpected, anong those not of royalty, it was cultivated
and rewarded. No doubt Galen was such a one as this, a boy show ng strange and
unexpected talent that cane abruptly to the attention of a Skill master.

By the time the Princes Chivalry and Verity were old enough to receive Skil
instruction, Galen had advanced enough to assist in their instruction, though he
was but a year or so ol der than they.

Once again ny life sought a balance and briefly found it. The awkwar dness
with Lady Patience gradually eroded into our acceptance that we woul d never
becone casual or overly famliar with one another. Neither of us felt a need to
share feelings; instead we skirted one another at a fornmal distance, and
nevert hel ess managed to gain a good nutual understanding. Yet in the fornal
dance of our relationship, there were occasional tines of genuine nerrinment, and
sonetines we even danced to the sane piper

Once she had given up the notion of teaching ne everything that a Farseer
prince should know, she was able to teach ne a great deal. Very little of it was
what she initially intended to teach ne. | did gain a working know edge of
music, but this was by the loan of her instruments and nmany hours of private
experinmentation. | becane nore her runner than her page, and fromfetching for
her, | learned nuch of the perfunmer's art, as well as greatly increasing ny
know edge of plants. Even Chade becane ent hused when he discovered ny new
talents for root-and-|eaf propagation, and he followed with interest the
experinents, few of them successful, that Lady Patience and | nmade into coaxing
the buds of one tree to open to | eaf when spliced into another tree. This was a
magi ¢ she had heard runored, but did not scruple to attenpt. To this day, in the
Worren's Garden, there is an apple tree, one branch of which bears pears. \Wen |
expressed a curiosity about the tattooer's art, she refused to let me mark ny
own body, saying | was too young for such a decision. But without the |east
qual m she let nme observe, and finally assist with, the slow pricking of dye
into her own ankle and calf that becane a coiled garland of flowers.

But all of that evol ved over nonths and years, not days. W had settled into
a bl unt-spoken courtesy toward one another by the end of ten days. She net
Fedwren and enlisted himin her root-paper project. The pup was growi ng well and
was a greater pleasure to ne every day. Lady Patience's errands to town gave ne
anpl e opportunities to see ny town friends, especially Mlly. She was an
i nval uabl e guide to the fragrant stalls where | purchased Lady Patience's

perfume supplies. Forging and Red-Ship Raiders mght still threaten fromthe
hori zon, but for those few weeks they seened a renote terror, like the
renenbered chill of winter on a mdsummer day. For a very brief period | was
happy, and, an even rarer gift, | knew | was happy.

And then ny |l essons with Gl en began

The night before ny | essons were to begin, Burrich sent for ne. | went to him
wonderi ng what chore |I had done poorly and woul d be rebuked for. | found him

waiting for me outside the stables, shifting his feet as restlessly as a
confined stallion. He i medi ately beckoned ne to follow himand took ne up to
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hi s chanbers

"Tea?" he offered, and when | nodded, poured ne a nug froma pot still warm
on his hearth.

"What's the matter?" | asked as | took it fromhim He was strung as tight as
I had ever seen him This was so unlike Burrich that | feared sone terrible
news-that Sooty was ill, or dead, or that he had di scovered Smithy.

"Nothing," he lied, and did it so poorly that he hinself imrediately
recognized it. "It's this, boy," he confessed suddenly. "Galen canme to ne today.
He told ne that you were to be instructed in the Skill. And he charged ne that
whil e he was teaching you, | could interfere in no way-not to counsel, or ask
chores of you, or even share a neal with you. He was nost ... direct about it."

Burrich paused, and | wondered what better word he had rejected. He | ooked away
fromnme. "There was a tine when |'d hoped this chance would be offered you, but

when it wasn't, | thought, well, perhaps it's for the best. Galen can be a hard
teacher. A very hard teacher. |'ve heard talk of it before. He drives his
pupils, but he clainms he expects no nore of themthan he does of hinself. And,
boy, 1've heard that gossiped about ne, too, if you can credit it."

| permtted nyself a snmall smile, that brought an answering scow from
Burrich.

"Listen to what I'mtelling you. Galen nmakes no secret that he has no
fondness for you. O course, he doesn't know you at all, so it's not your fault.
It's based solely on ... what you are, and what you caused, and God knows t hat
wasn't your fault. But if Galen adnitted that, then he'd have to adnmit it was
Chivalry's fault, and |'ve never known himto admit that Chivalry had any faults

but you can |ove a man and know better than that about him" Burrich took a
brisk turn around the room then cane back to the fire.

"Just tell ne what you want to say," | suggested.

"I"'mtrying," he snapped. "It's not easy to know what to say. |'m not even
sure if | should be speaking to you. Is this interference, or counsel? But your
| essons haven't started yet. So | say this now Do your best for him Don't talk
back to Galen. Be respectful and courteous. Listen to all he says and learn it
as well and quickly as you can." He paused agai n.

"I hadn't intended to do otherwise," | pointed out a bit tartly, for | could
tell that none of this was what Burrich was trying to say.

"I know that, Fitz!" He sighed suddenly, and threw hinmself down at the table
opposite ne. Wth the heels of both hands he pressed at his tenples, as if
pai ned. | had never seen himso agitated. "Along tinme ago | talked to you about
that other ... magic. The Wt. The being with the beasts, al nost beconi ng one of
them" He paused and gl anced about the roomas if worried soneone woul d hear. He
| eaned in closer to ne and spoke softly but urgently. "Stay clear of it. |'ve
tried ny best to get you to see it's shaneful and wrong. But |'ve never really
felt that you agreed. Oh, | know you' ve abided by ny rule against it, nost of
the tine. But a fewtimes |'ve sensed, or suspected, that you were tinkering
with things no good man touches. | tell you, Fitz, |1'd sooner see ... |'d sooner
see you Forged. Yes, don't | ook so shocked, that's truly how | feel. And as for
Galen ... Look, Fitz, don't even nention it to him Don't speak of it, don't
even think of it near him It's little that | know about the Skill and how it
wor ks. But sonetinmes ... oh, sonetinmes when your father touched me with it, it
seenmed he knew nmy heart before | did, and saw things that | kept buried even
fromnyself."

A sudden deep blush suffused Burrich's dark face, and alnpst | thought | saw
tears stand in his dark eyes. He turned aside fromnme to the fire, and | sensed
we were coming to the heart of what he needed to say. Needed, not wanted. There
was a deep fear in him one he denied hinself. A lesser man, a nan |l ess stern
with hinmself, would have trenbled with it.
fear for you, boy." He spoke to the stones above the mantel pi ece, and
his voice was so deep a runble that | al nmost coul dn't understand him

"Why?" A sinple question unlocks best, Chade had taught ne.

"I don't know if he will see it in you. O what he will do if he does. |'ve
heard ... no. | knowit's true. There was a worman, actually, little nore than a
girl. She had a way with birds. She lived in the hills to the west of here, and
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it was said she could call a wild hawk fromthe sky. Sone folk admred her, and
said it was a gift. They took sick poultry to her, or called her in when hens
woul dn't set their eggs. She did aught but good, for all | heard. But Gl en
spoke out against her. Said she was an abomination, and that it would be the
worse for the world if she lived to breed. And one norning she was found beaten
to death."

"Galen did it?"

Burrich shrugged, a gesture nost unlike him "H s horse had been out of the
stable that night. That nuch | know. And his hands were bruised, and he had
scratches on his face and neck. But not the scratches a woman woul d have dealt
him boy. Talon marks, as if a hawk had tried to strike him™"

"And you said nothing?" | asked incredul ously.

He barked a bitter |augh. "Another spoke before | could. Galen was accused,
by the girl's cousin, who happened to work here in the stables. Galen woul d not
deny it. They went out to the Wtness Stones and fought one another for El's
justice, which always prevails there. Hi gher than the King's court is the answer
to a question settled there, and no one may dispute it. The boy died. Everyone
said it was the El's justice, that the boy had accused Galen falsely. One said
it to Galen. And he replied that El's justice was that the girl had died before
she bred, and her tainted cousin, too."

Burrich fell silent. | was queasy with what he had told nme, and a cold fear
snaked through nme. A question once decided at the Wtness Stones could not be
rai sed again. That was nore than law, it was the very will of the gods. So | was
to be taught by a man who was a nurderer, a man who would try to kill me if he
suspected | had the Wt.

"Yes," Burrich said as if | had spoken aloud. "Ch, Fitz, nmy son, be careful,
be wise." And for a nmonent | wondered, for it sounded as if he feared for ne.
But then he added, "Don't shanme nme, boy. Or your father. Don't let Galen say
that I've let nmy prince's son grow up a half beast. Show himthat Chivalry's
bl ood runs true in you."

"Il try," | nmuttered. And | went to bed that night wetched and afraid.

The Queen's Garden was nowhere near the Wnen's Garden or the kitchen garden
or any other garden in Buckkeep. It was, instead, atop a circular tower. The
garden walls were high on the sides that faced the sea, but to the south and
west, the walls were | ow and had seats along them The stone walls captured the
warnmt h of the sun and fended off the salt winds-fromthe sea. The air was stil
there, alnpbst as if hands were cupped over ny ears. Yet there was a strange
wi | dness to the garden founded on stone. There were rock basins, perhaps
bi rdbat hs or water gardens at one tine, and various tubs and pots and troughs of
earth, intermngled with statuary. At one tine the tubs and pots had probably
overflowed with greenery and flowers. O the plants, only a few stal ks and the
nossy earth in the tubs remmi ned. The skeleton of a vine craw ed over a
half-rotted trellis. It filled ne with an old sadness colder than the first
chill of winter that was al so here. Patience should have had this, | thought.
She woul d bring life here again.

I was the first to arrive. August cane soon after. He had Verity's broad
build, much as | had Chivalry's height, and the dark Farseer coloring. As
al ways, he was distant but polite. He dealt ne a nod and then strolled about,
| ooking at the statuary.

O hers appeared rapidly after him | was surprised at how nmany, over a dozen.
O her than August, son of the King's sister, no one could boast so nuch Farseer
bl ood as | could. There were cousins and second cousins, of both sexes, and both
younger and ol der than |I. August was probably the youngest, at two years ny
junior, and Serene, a woman in her md twenties, was probably the eldest. It was
an oddly subdued group. A few clustered, talking softly, but nost drifted about,
poking at the enpty gardens or |ooking at the statues.

Then Gal en cane.

He l et the door of the stairwell slamshut behind him Several of the others
junped. He stood regarding us, and we in turn | ooked at himin silence.

There is sonething | have observed about skinny nen. Sone, |ike Chade, seem
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so preoccupied with their lives that they either forget to eat, or burn every
bit of sustenance they take in the fires of their passionate fascination with
life. But there is another type, one who goes about the world cadaverously,
cheeks sunken, bones jutting, and one senses that he so di sapproves of the whole
of the world that he begrudges every bit of it that he takes inside hinself. At
that nmonment | woul d have wagered that Gal en had never truly enjoyed one bite of
food or one swallow of drink in his life.

Hi s dress puzzled ne. It was opulently rich, with fur at his collar and neck,
and anber beading so thick on his vest it would have turned a sword. But the
rich fabrics strained over him the clothing tailored so snugly to himthat one
wondered if the naker had | acked sufficient fabric to finish the suit. At a tine
when full sleeves slashed with colors were the mark of a wealthy nan, he wore
his shirt as tight as a cat's skin. Hs boots were high and fitted to his
calves, and he carried a little quirt, as if come straight fromriding. H's
cl ot hing | ooked unconfortabl e and conbined with his thinness to give an
i npression of stinginess.

Hi s pal e eyes swept the Queen's Garden di spassionately. He considered us, and
i medi ately disnmissed us as wanting. He breathed out through his hawk's nose, as
does a man facing an unpl easant chore. "C ear a space," he directed us. "Push
all this rubbish to one side. Stack it there, against that wall. Quickly, now. I
have no patience with sluggards."

And so the last lines of the garden were destroyed. The arrangenents of the
pots and beds that had been shadows of the little wal ks and arbors that had once
exi sted here were swept aside. The pots were noved to one side, the lovely
little statues stacked crookedly atop them Galen spoke only once, to nme. "Hurry
up, bastard," he ordered ne as | struggled with a heavy pot of earth, and he
brought down his riding crop across ny shoulders. It was not nmuch of a bl ow,
nmore a tap, but it seemed so contrived that | stopped in ny efforts and | ooked
at him "Didn't you hear me?" he demanded. | nodded, and went back to noving the
pot. Fromthe corner of ny eye, | saw his odd | ook of satisfaction. The bl ow, |
felt, had been a test, but | was not sure if | had passed or failed it.

The tower roof becane a bare space, with only the green |lines of noss and ol d
runnels of dirt to indicate the garden that had been. He directed us to form
ourselves into two lines. He ordered us by age and size, and then separated us
by sex, putting the girls behind the boys and off to the right. "I will tolerate
no distractions or disruptive behavior. You are here to learn, not dally," he
warned us. He then spaced us out, having us stretch our arns in all directions
to show that there we could not touch one another, not even so nmuch as a
fingertip. Fromthis, | expected physical exercises would follow, but instead he
directed us to stand still, hands at our sides, and attend to him So as we
stood on the cold tower top he | ectured us.

"For seventeen years, | have been Skillmaster of this keep. Before this, ny
| essons were given to snall groups, discreetly. Those who failed to show prom se
were turned away quietly. During that time the Six Duchies had no need for nore
than a handful to be trained. | trained only the nost prom sing, wasting no time
on those, without talent or discipline. And, for the last fifteen years, | have
not initiated any into the Skill

"But evil times are upon us. The Qutislanders ravage our shores and Forge our
people. King Shrewd and Prince Verity turn their Skills to protecting us. G eat
are their efforts and nany their successes, though the common fol k never even
guess at what they do. | assure you, against the mnds | have trained, the
Qutislanders stand small chance. A few paltry victories they may have won,
com ng upon us unprepared, but the forces | have created to oppose themwil|
prevail!"

Hi s pal e eyes burned and he lifted his hands to the heavens as he spoke. He
held a long silence, staring upward, his arnms stretched out above his head, as
if he clawed down power fromthe sky itself. Then he let his arns slowy fall.

"This I know," he went on in a calnmer voice. "This | know. The forces | have

created will prevail. But our king, may all gods honor and bl ess him doubts ne.
And as he is ny king, | bowto his will. He requires that | seek anbngst you of
| esser blood, to see if there are any with the talent and will, the purity of
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pur pose and sternness of soul, to be trained in the Skill. This I will do, for
my king has comanded. Legends say in days of old there were many trained in the
Skill, who worked al ongside their kings to avert dangers fromthe | and. Perhaps

it was truly so; perhaps the old | egends exaggerate. |In any case, ny king has
conmanded ne to attenpt to create such a surplus of Skilled ones, and so | wll
try."

He totally ignored the five or so wonen of our group. Not once did his eyes
turn toward them The exclusion was so obvious | wondered how they had of f ended
him | knew Serene slightly, for she al so had been an apt pupil of Fedwren. |
could alnost feel the warnth of her displeasure. In the row beside nme, one of
the boys shifted. In a flash Galen had |l eaped in front of him

"Bored, are we? Restless with an old man's tal k?"

"Just a cranp in ny calf, sir," the boy rejoined, foolishly.

Gal en sl apped him a backhand that rocked the boy's head. "Be quiet, and
stand still. O leave. It's all one to ne. It's already obvious that you |ack
the stamna to achieve the Skill. But the King has found you worthy to be here,
and so | will attenpt to teach you."

| trenbled inside. For when Gal en spoke to the boy, it was nme he stared at.
As if the boy's novenent had been ny fault, sonehow. A strong distaste for Gl en
fl ooded through ne. | had taken blows fromHod in the course of nmy instruction
in staves and swords, and endured disconfort even from Chade as he denonstrated
touch spots and strangling techniques, and ways to silence a man without
disabling him 1'd had nmy share of cuffs, boots, and swats from Burrich, sone
justified, sone the vented frustration of a busy man. But |'d never seen a man
strike a boy with such apparent relish as Galen had. | strove to keep ny face
i npassive, and to | ook at himw thout appearing to stare. For | knew if |
gl anced away, |'d be accused of not paying attention

Satisfied, Galen nodded to hinself, and then resunmed his |ecture. To master
the Skill, he nmust first teach us to naster ourselves. Physical deprivation was
his key. Tonmorrow we were to arrive before the sun was over the horizon. W were
not to wear shoes, socks, cloaks, nor any wool en garnent. Heads were to be
uncovered. The body nust be scrupul ously clean. He exhorted us to initate himin
his eating and living habits. W would avoid neat, sweet fruit, seasoned dishes,
mlk, and "frivol ous foods." He advocated porridges and cold water, plain breads
and stewed root vegetables. W would avoid all unnecessary conversation,
especially with those of the other sex. He counsel ed us | ong agai nst any sort of
"sensual " longings, in which he included desiring food, sleep, or warnth. And he
advi sed us that he had arranged for a separate table to be set for us in the
hal |, where we m ght eat appropriate food and not be distracted by idle talk. O
questions. The | ast phrase he added al nost |ike a threat.

He then put us through a series of exercises. Cose the eyes and roll your
eyeballs up as far as they would go. Strive to roll themall the way around to
| ook into the back of one's own skull. Feel the pressure this created. |nagine
what you m ght see if you could roll your eyes that far. Was what you saw worthy
and correct? Eyes still closed, stand on one leg. Strive to remain perfectly
still. Find a balance, not just of body, but of spirit. Drive fromthe mnd all
unwort hy thoughts, and you could remain like this indefinitely.

As we stood, eyes always cl osed, going through these various exercises, he
moved anong us. | could track himby the sound of the riding crop
"Concentrate!" he would command us, or "Try, at least try!" | nyself felt the
crop at least four tinmes that day. It was a trifling thing, little nore than a
tap, but it was unnerving to be touched with a |ash, even wi thout pain. Then the
last tine it fell, it was high on nmy shoulder, and the lash of it coil ed against
my bare neck while the tip caught me on the chin. | w nced, but managed to keep
my eyes closed and ny precarious bal ance on one aching knee. As he wal ked away |
felt a slowdrip of warm blood formon ny chin.

He kept us all day, releasing us when the sun was a half copper on the
hori zon and the wi nds of night were rising. Not once had he excused us for food,
water, or any other necessity. He watched us file past him a grimsnile on his
face, and only when we were through the door did we feel free to stagger and
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fl ee down the staircase

I was fam shed, ny hands swollen red with the chill, and nmy nouth so dry |
couldn't have spoken if | had wi shed to. The others seemed much the sane, though
sone had suffered nore acutely than |. | at |east was used to |ong hours, nany
of them outdoors. Merry, a year or so older than |, was accustoned to hel ping
M stress Hasty with the weaving. Her round face was nore white than red with the
cold, and | heard her whisper sonething to Serene, who took her hand as we went
down the stairs. "It wouldn't have been so bad, if he had paid any attention to
us at all," Serene whispered back. And then | had the unpl easant experience of
seeing them both glance back fearfully, to see if Galen had seen them speak to
one anot her.

Di nner that night was the nost cheerless meal | had ever endured at Buckkeep
There was a cold porridge of boiled grain, bread, water, and boil ed, nashed
turni ps. Galen, not eating, presided over our neal. There was no conversati on;
don't think we even | ooked at one another. | ate my allotted portions and | eft
the table alnost as hungry as | had arrived.

Hal fway up the stairs | renenbered Smithy. | returned. to the kitchen to get
the bones and scraps Cook saved for nme, and a pitcher of water to refill his
di sh. They seened an awful weight as | clinbed the stairs. It struck nme as
strange that a day of relative inactivity out in the cold had wearied nme as much
as a day of strenuous work.

Once | was inside nmy room Snithy's warm greeting and eager consunption of
the meat was |like a healing balm As soon as he had finished eating, we snuggled
into bed. He wanted to bite and tussle, but soon gave up on ne. | let sleep
cl ai m ne.

And woke with a jolt to darkness, fearing that | had slept too long. A glance
at the sky told me | could beat the sun to the rooftop, but just barely. No tine
to wash nyself or eat or clean up after Smithy, and it was just as well Galen
had forbi dden shoes and socks, for | had no tinme to put mne on. | was too tired
even to feel a fool as | raced through the keep and up the stairs of the tower.

I could see others hurrying before nme by wavering torchlight, and when | energed
fromthe stairwell, Galen's quirt fell on ny back.

It bit unexpectedly sharp through ny thin shirt. | cried out in surprise as
much as pain. "Stand |like a man and master yourself, bastard," Galen told ne
harshly, and the quirt fell again. Everyone el se had resumed their places of the
day before. They | ooked as weary as |, and nost, too, |ooked as shocked as
felt by Galen's treatnent of ne. To this day | don't know why, but | went
silently to nmy place and stood there facing Gl en

"Whoever comes last is late, and will be treated so," he warned us. It struck
me as a cruel rule, for the only way to avoid his quirt tonorrow was to arrive
early enough to see it fall on one of ny fellows.

There foll owed another day of disconfort and random abuse. So | see it now.
So | think | knew it then, in nmy heart of hearts. But ever he spoke of proving
us worthy, of making us tough and strong. He nmade it an honor to be standi ng out

in the cold, bare feet going nunb against the chill stone. He roused in us a
conpetition, not just against each other, but against his shabby i mages of us.
"Prove me wong," he said over and over. "l beg you, prove ne wong, that | may

show the King at |east one pupil worthy of ny tine." And so we tried. How
strange now to | ook back on it all and wonder at myself. But in the space of one
day, he had succeeded in isolating us and plunging us into another reality,
where all rules of courtesy and common sense were suspended. We stood silently
in the cold, in various unconfortable positions, eyes closed, wearing little
nmore than our undergarnents. And he wal ked anong us, dealing out cuts fromhis
silly little whip, and insults fromhis nasty little tongue. He cuffed
occasionally, or shoved, sonething that is nmuch nore painful when one is chilled
to the bone.

Those who flinched or wavered were accused of weakness. During the day he
berated us with our unworthiness and repeated that he had only consented to try
to teach us at the King's behest. The wonen he ignored, and though he often
spoke of past Princes and Kings who had wielded the Skill in defense of the
realm he never once nentioned the Queens and Princesses who had done |ikew se.

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...5sassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (112 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:40 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

Nor did he ever once give us an overview of what he was attenpting to teach us.
There was only the cold and the disconfort of his exercises, and the uncertainty
of when we woul d be struck. Wiy we struggled to endure it, | don't know So

qui ckly were we all made acconplices in our own degradation

The sun finally ventured once again toward the horizon. But Gal en had saved
two final surprises for us that day. He |l et us stand, open our eyes, and stretch
freely for a few nonents. Then he gave us a final lecture, this one to warn us
agai nst those anpbng us who woul d undernine the training of all by foolish
sel f-indul gences. He wal ked sl oWy anpong us as he spoke, wending his way in and
out of our rows, and | saw many a rolling eye and intake of breath as he passed.
Then, for the first tine that day, he ventured over to the wonen's corner of the
court.

"Sone," he cautioned us as he strolled, "think thensel ves above rul es. They
think thensel ves worthy of special attention and indul gences. Such ill usions of
superiority nmust be driven fromyou before you can learn anything. It is hardly
worthy of nmy time for me to have to teach these | essons to such | aggards and
dolts as need them It is a shane that they have even found their way into our

gathering. But they are anong us, and | will honor the will of ny king, and
attenpt to teach them Even though there is only one way | know to waken such
| azy m nds."

To Merry he gave two quick cuts with the quirt. But Serene he shoved down
onto one knee and struck four tines. To ny shame, | stood there with the rest,
as each cut fell, and hoped only that she would not cry out and bring nore
puni shrent on hersel f.

But Serene rose; swayed once, and then stood again, still, |ooking out over
the heads of the girls before her. | breathed a sigh of relief. But then Galen

was back, circling Iike a shark around a fishing boat, speaking now of those who
t hought thensel ves too good to share the discipline of the group, of ones who
indulged in neat in plenty while the rest limted ourselves to whol esone grains
and pure foods. | wondered uneasily who had been so foolish as to visit the
kitchen after hours.

Then | felt the hot lick of the whip on ny shoulders. If | had thought he was
using the lash to his full capability before, he proved ne wong now.

"You thought to deceive nme. You thought | would never know if Cook saved her
precious pet a plate of tidbits, didn't you? But | know all that happens in
Buckkeep. Don't deceive yourself about that."

It dawned on ne that he was speaking of the neat scraps |'d taken up to

Smi t hy.

"That food wasn't for ne," | protested, and then could have bitten nmy tongue
out .

His eyes glittered coldly. "You'd lie to save yourself a little just pain.
You' Il never master the Skill. You'll never be worthy of it. But the King has

commanded that | try to teach, and so | will try. Despite you or your |ow
birth."
In humliation | took the welts he dealt ne. He berated ne as each fell

telling the others that the old rules against teaching the Skill to a bastard
had been to prevent just such a thing as this.
Afterward, | stood, silent and shaned, as he went down the rows, dealing a

perfunctory swat with the quirt to each of ny fellows, explaining as he did so
that we all nust pay for the failures of the individuals. It did not matter that

this statement made no sense, or that the whip fell lightly conpared w th what
Galen had just inflicted on ne. It was the idea that they were all paying for ny
transgression. | had never felt so shamed in ny life.

Then he rel eased us, to go down to anot her cheerless neal, nuch the sane as
yesterday's. This tinme no one spoke on the stairs or at the neal. And afterward,
I went straight up to nmy room

Meat soon, | prom sed the hungry pup that waited for nme. Despite ny aching
back and nuscles, | forced nyself to clean up the room scrubbing up Smthy's
messes and then making a trip for fresh strewing reeds. Snmithy was a bit sul ky
at being left alone all day, and I was troubled when | realized | had no idea
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how | ong this niserable training wuld |ast.

I waited until late, when all ordinary folk of the keep were in their beds,
before venturing down to get Smithy's food for him | dreaded that Gal en woul d
find out, but what else was | to do? | was hal fway down the big staircase when |
saw the glimrering of a single candl e being borne toward ne. | shrank agai nst
the wall, suddenly sure it was Galen. But it was the Fool who cane toward ne,
glowing as white and pale as the wax candle he carried. In his other hand was a
pail of food and a beaker of water balanced atop it. Soundl essly he waved ne
back to my room

Once inside, the door shut, he turned on nme. "I can take care of the pup for
you," he told nme dryly. "But | can't take care of you. Use your head, boy. What
can you possibly learn fromwhat he's doing to you?"

I shrugged, then winced. "It's just to toughen us. | don't think it will go
on much | onger before he gets down to actually teaching us. | can take it."
Then: "Wait," | said as he fed bits of neat to Smithy fromthe pail. "How do you

know what Gal en's been putting us through?"

"Ah, that would be telling," he said blithely. "And | can't do that. Tell
that is." He dunped the rest of the pail out for Smithy, replenished his water,
and st ood.

"I''"l'l feed the puppy," he told nme. "I'Il even try to take himoutside for a
bit each day. But | won't clean up his nmesses." He paused at the door. "That's
where | draw the line. You' d better decide where you will draw the line. And
soon. Very soon. The danger is greater than you know. "

And then he was gone, taking his candle and warnings with him | lay down and
fell asleep to the sounds of Smithy worrying a bone and maki ng puppy grow s to
hi nsel f.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
The Wtness Stones

The SKILL, AT ITS Sinplest, is the bridging of thought from person to person
It can be used a number of ways. During battle, for instance, a comrander can
relay sinmple informati on and conmands directly to those officers under him if
those officers have been trained to receive it. One powerfully Skilled can use
his talent to influence even untrained minds or the mnds of his enemes,
inspiring themw th fear or confusion or doubt. Men so talented are rare. But,
if incredibly gifted with the Skill, a man can aspire to speak directly to the
El derlings, those who are bel ow only the gods thensel ves. Few have ever dared to
do so, and of those who did, even fewer attained what they asked. For it is
said, one may ask of the Elderlings, but what they answer may not be the
question you ask, but the one you should have asked. And the answer to that
question nmay be one a man cannot hear and live.

For when one speaks to the Elderlings, then is the sweetness of using the
Skill strongest and nost perilous. And this is the thing that every practitioner
of the Skill, weak or strong, nust always guard against. For in using the Skill,
the user feels a keenness of fife, an uplifting of being, that can distract a
man fromtaking his next breath. Conpelling is this feeling, even in the common
uses of the Skill, and addictive to any not hardened of purpose. But the
intensity of this exultation when speaking to the Elderlings is a thing for
whi ch we have no conparison. Both senses and sense may be bl asted forever froma
man who uses the Skill to speak to an Elderling. Such a man dies raving, but it
is also true he dies raving of his joy.

The Fool was right. | had no idea of the peril | faced. | plunged on
doggedly. | have no heart to detail the weeks that followed. Suffice to say that
with each day, Galen had us nore under his sway, and that he al so becane nore
cruel and mani pul ative. Sone few pupils disappeared early on. Merry was one. She
stopped conming after the fourth day. | saw her only once after that, creeping
about the keep with a face both woebegone and shaned. | |earned | ater that
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Serene and the other wonen had shunned her after she had dropped the training,
and when they | ater spoke of her, it was not as if she had failed at a test, but
rather had committed sone | ow and | oat hsome act for which she could never be
forgiven. | know not where she went, only that she | eft Buckkeep and never
returned.

As the ocean sorts pebbles fromsand on a beach and stratifies themat the
tide mark, so did the poundings and caressings of Galen separate his students.
Initially, all of us strove to be his best. It was not because we |iked or
admired him | know not what the others felt, but in ny heart was nothing but
hate for him But it was a hatred so strong that it spawned a resolution not to
be broken by such a man. After days of his abuse, to wing a single grudging
word of acknow edgment fromhimwas |like a torrent of praise fromany other
master. Days of his belittling should have made nme nunb to his nockery. |nstead,
| cane to believe nuch of what he said, and tried futilely to change

W vied constantly with one another to cone to his attention. Sone energed
clearly as his favorites. August was one, and we were often exhorted to inmtate
him | was clearly his nost despised. And yet this did not stop nme from burning
to distinguish nyself before him After the first tine | was never |last on the
tower top. | never wavered fromhis blows. Nor did Serene, who shared ny
di stinction of being despised. Serene becane Galen's groveling follower, never
breathing a word of criticismabout himafter that first lashing. Yet he
constantly found fault with her, berated and reviled her, and struck her far
more often than he struck any of the other wonen. Yet it nmade her only nore
deternmined to prove she could withstand his abuse, and she, after Galen, was the
nmost intol erant of any who wavered or doubted in our teaching.

Wnter deepened. It was cold and dark on the tower top, save for what |ight

came fromthe stairwell. It was the npost isolated place in the world, and Gal en
was god of it. He forged us into a unit. W believed ourselves elite, superior,
and privileged to be instructed in the Skill. Even I, who endured nockery and

beatings, believed this to be so. Those of us he broke, we despised. W saw only
one another for this tinme, we heard only Galen. At first | mssed Chade. |
wonder ed what Burrich and Lady Patience were doing. But as nonths went by, such
| esser occupations no |onger seened interesting. Even the Fool and Smithy cane
to be al npbst annoyances to nme, so single-mndedly did | pursue Galen's approval
The Fool cane and went silently then. Though there were tines, when | was sorest
and weariest, when the touch of Smithy's nose agai nst nmy cheek was the only
confort | had, and tinmes when | felt shaned by how little time | was giving to
my grow ng puppy.

After three nonths of cold and cruelty, Galen had whittled us down to eight
candi dates. The real training finally began then, and also he returned to us a
smal | neasure of confort and dignhity. These seenmed by then not only great
luxuries, but gifts fromGalen to be grateful for. Abit of dried fruit with our
meal s, perm ssion to wear shoes, brief conversation allowed at the table-that

was all, and yet we were grovelingly grateful for it. But the changes were only
begi nni ng.

It cones back in crystal glinpses. | renenber the first time he touched ne
with the Skill. W were on the tower top, spaced even farther now that there

were fewer of us.

And he went fromone of us to the next, pausing a nonment before each, while
the rest of us waited in reverent silence. "Ready your mnds for the touch. Be
open to it, but do not indulge in the pleasure of it. The purpose of the Skil
is not pleasure."

He wended his way anpong us, in no particular order. Spaced as we were, we
could not see one another's faces, nor did it ever please Galen that our eyes
follow his novenents. And so we heard only his brief, stern words, then heard
the i ndrawn gasp of each touched one. To Serene he said in disgust, "Be open to

it, | said. Not cower |ike a beaten dog."

And | ast he came to ne. | listened to his words, and as he had counsel ed us
earlier, | tried to let go of every sensory awareness | had and be open only to
him | felt the brush of his mnd against nmne, like a soft tickle on ny
forehead. | stood firmbefore it. It grew stronger, a warnth, a light, but I
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refused to be drawn into it. | felt Galen stood within nmy nmnd, sternly

regarding me, and using the focusing techni ques he had taught us (inagine a pai

of purest white wood, and pour yourself intoit) | was able to stand before him

wai ting, aware of the Skill's elation, but not giving into it. Thrice the

warnth rushed through me, and thrice | stood before it. And then he withdrew. He

gave ne a grudging nod, but in his eyes | saw not approval but a trace of fear
That first touch was like the spark that finally kindles the tinder. |

grasped what it was. | could not do it yet, | could not send ny thoughts out
fromnme, but | had a knowing that would not fit into words. | would be able to
Skill. And with that knowi ng ny resol ve hardened, and there was not hi ng, nothing

Gal en coul d have done that would stop ne learning it.

I think he knew it. For sone reason, it frightened him For he turned on ne
in the days that followed with a cruelty that | now find incredible. Hard words
and bl ows he dealt me, but none could turn me aside. He struck me once in the
face with his quirt. It left a visible welt, and it chanced that when | was

comng into the dining hall, Burrich was also there. | saw his eyes wi den. He
started up fromhis place at table, his jaw clenched in a way | knew too well.
But | | ooked aside fromhimand down. He stood a nonent, glaring at Gal en, who

returned his | ook with a supercilious stare. Then, fists clenched, Burrich
turned his back and left the room | relaxed, relieved there would be no
confrontation. But then Galen | ooked at ne, and the triunph in his face nade ny
heart cold. | was his now, and he knew it.

Pain and victories mixed for me in the next week. He never |ost an
opportunity to belittle ne. And yet | knew | excelled at each exercise he gave
us. | sensed the others groping after his touch of Skill, but for nme it was as
sinple as opening nmy eyes. | knew one nonent of intense fear. He had entered ny
mnd with the Skill and given ne a sentence to repeat aloud. "I am a bastard,
and | shane ny father's nane," | said aloud, calmy. And then he spoke again
within nmy mind. You draw strength from sonewhere, bastard. This is not your
Skill. Do you think I will not find the source? And then | quail ed before him
and drew back fromhis touch, hiding Smthy within nmy mnd. Hs smle showed al
his teeth to ne.

In the days that followed, we played a gane of hide-and-seek. | nust let him
into my mind, to learn the Skill. Once there, | danced on coals to keep ny
secrets fromhim Not just Smthy, but Chade and the Fool did | hide, and Mlly
and Kerry and Dirk, and other, older secrets | would not reveal even to nyself.
He sought themall, and | juggled them desperately out of his reach. But despite
all that, or perhaps because of it, | felt nyself growi ng stronger in the Skill
"Don't nmock me!" he roared after one session, and then grew infuriated as the
ot her students exchanged shocked gl ances. "Attend to your own exercises!" he
roared at them He paced away fromme, then spun suddenly and flung hinself at
me. Fist and boot, he attacked ne and as Ml |y once had, | had no nore thought
than to shield ny face and belly. The blows he rained on nme were nore like a
child's tantrumthan a man's attack. | felt their ineffectiveness and then
realized with a chill that | was repelling at him Not so nuch that he woul d
sense it, just enough that not one of his blows fell exactly as he had intended.
I knew, nore, that he had no idea what | was doing. Wen at |ast he dropped his
fists and | dared to lift ny eyes, | felt nonentarily | had won. For all the
others on the tower top were looking at himw th gazes mngled of disgust and
fear. He had gone too far for even Serene to stomach. Wiite-faced, he turned
aside fromme. In that nmoment | felt himreach a decision.

That evening in nmy room | was horribly tired, but too enervated to sleep
The Fool had left food for Smithy, and | was teasing himw th a | arge beef
knuckl e. He had set his teeth in ny sleeve and was worrying it while | held the
bone just out of his reach. It was the sort of gane he | oved, and he snarled
with nock ferocity as he shook ny arm He was near as big as he would get, and
felt with pride the nuscles in his thick little neck. Wth nmy free hand, |
pi nched his tail and he spun snarling to this new attack. From hand to hand
juggl ed his bone, and his eyes darted back and forth as he snapped after it. "No
brain," | teased him "All you can think of is what you want. No brain, no
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brain."

"Just like his owner."

| startled, and in that second Smithy had his bone. He flopped down with it,
giving the Fool no nore than a perfunctory wag of his tail. | sat down, out of
breath. "I never even heard the door open. O shut."

He ignored that and went straight to his topic. "Do you think Galen will
all ow you to succeed?"

I grinned smugly. "Do you think he can prevent it?"

The Fool sat down beside me with a sigh. "I know he can. So does he. \Wat |
cannot decide is if he is ruthless enough. But | suspect he is."
"So let himtry," | said flippantly.

"l have no choice in that." The Fool was adamantly serious. "Wat | had hoped
to do was di ssuade you fromtrying."

"You'd ask ne to give up? Now?" | was incredul ous.

"l would."

"Why?" | demanded

"Because," he began, and then stopped in frustration. "I don't know. Too many

t hi ngs converge. Perhaps if | pluck one thread | oose, the knot will not form™"

I was suddenly tired, and the earlier elation of ny triunph collapsed before
his dour warnings. My irritability won and | snapped, "If you cannot speak
clearly, why do you speak at all?"

He was as silent as if | had struck him "That's another thing I don't know, "
he said at |ast. He rose to go.

"Fool ," | began

"Yes. | amthat," he said, and left.

And so | persevered, growing stronger. | grew inpatient with our slow pace of
instruction. W went over the sanme practices each day; and gradually the others
began to master what seened so natural to nme. How could they have been so cl osed
off fromthe rest of the world? | wondered. How could it be so hard for themto
open their mnds to Galen's Skill?. My own task was not to open, but rather to
keep closed to himwhat | did not wish to share. Oten, as he gave ne a
perfunctory touch of the Skill, | sensed a tendril of seeking slinking into mny
mnd. But | evaded it.

"You are ready," he announced one chill day. It was afternoon, but the
brightest stars were already showing in the blue darkness of the sky. | mssed
the clouds that had yesterday snowed upon us, but had at |east kept this deeper
cold at bay. | flexed ny toes inside the | eather shoes that Galen permtted us,
trying to warmthemto life again. "Before, | have touched you with the Skill,
to accustomyou to it. Now, today, we will attenpt a full joining. You will each
reach out to me as | reach out to you. But beware! Mst of you have coped with
resisting the distractions of the Skill touch. But the power of what you felt
was the |ightest brush. Today will be stronger. Resist it, but stay open to the
Skill."

And again he 'began his slow circuit among us. | waited, enervated but
unafraid. | had | ooked forward to attenpting this. | was ready.

Sone clearly failed, and were rebuked for |aziness or stupidity. August was
prai sed. Serene was sl apped for reaching forth too eagerly. And then he cane to
ne.

| braced as if for a westling contest. | felt the brush of his m nd agai nst
m ne, and offered him a cautious reaching of thought. Like this?

Yes, bastard. Like this.

And for a moment we were in bal ance, hovering like children on a seesaw. |
felt himsteady our contact. Then, abruptly, he slammed into ne. It felt exactly
as if the air had been knocked out of ne, but in a mental rather than physica
way. | nstead of being unable to get ny breath, | was unable to naster ny
thoughts. He rifled through nmy mnd, ransacking ny privacy, and | was powerl ess
before him He had won and he knew it. But in that nonment of his carel ess
triumph I found an opening. | grasped at him trying to seize his nind as he had
mne. | gripped himand held him and knew for a dizzying instant that | was
stronger than he, that | could force into his nmind any thought | chose to put
there. "No!" he shrieked, and dimy | knew that at sone former tinme, he had
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struggled like this with soneone he had despi sed. Soneone el se who had al so won
as | intended to. "Yes!" | insisted. "Die!" he comanded ne, but | knew | would
not. I knew | would win, and | focused nmy will and bore down on ny grip.

The Skill does not care who wins. It does not allow anyone to surrender to
any one thought, even for a nonent. But | did. And when |I did, | forgot to guard
agai nst the ecstasy that is both the honey and the sting of the Skill. The
euphoria rushed over nme, drowning nme, and Galen, too, sank below it, no |onger
exploring my mnd, but only seeking to return to his.

I had never felt the Iike of that nonent.

Galen had called it pleasure, and | had expected a pl easant sensation, |ike
warnth in winter, or the fragrance of a rose, or a sweet taste in ny nouth. This
was none of these. Pleasure is too physical a word to describe what | felt. It
had nothing to do with the skin or body. It suffused ne, it washed over ne in a

wave that | could not repulse. Elation filled nme and fl owed through ne. | forgot
Galen and all else. |I felt himescape ne, and knew it mattered, but coul d not
care. | forgot all except exploring this sensation

"Bastard!" Galen bellowed, and struck ne with his fist on the side of ny
head. | fell, helpless, for the pain was not enough to jolt ne fromthe
entrancenment of the Skill. | felt himkick me, | knew the cold of the stones

under nme that bruised and scraped ne, and yet | felt | was held, snothered in a
bl anket of euphoria that would not let nme pay attention to the beating. My m nd
assured nme, despite the pain, that all was well, there was no need to fight or
flee.

Sonewhere a tide was ebbing, |eaving ne beached and gaspi ng. Gal en stood over
me, disheveled and sweating. His breath snobked in the cold air as he | eaned

close over me. "Die!" he said, but | did not hear the words. | felt them He |et
go of ny throat and | fell
And in the wake of the devouring elation of the Skill came now a bl eakness of

failure and guilt that made nmy physical pain as nothing. My nose was bl eedi ng,
it was painful to breathe, and the force of the kicks he had dealt ne had
scraped skin fromny body as | had slid across the tower stones. The different
pai ns so contradi cted one another, each clanoring for attention, that | couldn't

even assess what danmage had been done to me. | could not even gather nyself
together to stand back up. But |oom ng over all was the know edge that | had
failed. | was defeated and unworthy and Gal en had proven it.

As if froma distance, | heard himshouting at the others, telling themto
beware, for this was how he woul d deal with those so undi sciplined that they
could not turn their mnds frompleasure to the Skill. And he warned themall of
what befell such a man who strove to use the Skill and instead fell under the

spell of the pleasure it bore with it. Such a man woul d becone m ndl ess, a great
i nfant, speechl ess, sightless, soiling hinself, forgetting thought, forgetting
even food and drink, until he died. Such a one was beyond di sgust.

And such a one was |I. | sank into ny shanme. Hel plessly, | began to sob.
merited such treatnment as he had given nme. | deserved worse. Only a m spl aced
pity had kept Galen fromkilling ne. | had wasted his tine, had taken his
pai nstaking instruction and turned it all to selfish indulgence. | fled nyself,
goi ng deeper and deeper within, but finding only disgust and hatred for nyself
| ayered throughout ny thoughts. | would be better off dead. Were | to throw

myself fromthe tower roof, it would still not be enough to destroy ny shane,
but at least | need no longer be aware of it. | lay still and wept.

The others left. As each one passed they had a word, a gobbet of spittle, a
kick or a blow for nme. | scarcely noticed. | rejected nyself nore conpletely

than they could. Then they were gone, and Gal en al one stood over ne. He nudged
me with his foot, but | was incapable of response. Suddenly he was everywhere,
over, under, around, and inside ne, and | could not deny him "You see,

bastard,"” he said archly, calmy. "I tried to tell themyou were not worthy.
tried to tell themthe training would kill you. But you would not listen. You
strove to usurp that which had been given to, another. Again, | amright. Well.

This has not been tinme wasted if it has done away with you."
| don't know when he left nme. After atinme | was aware that it was the noon
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| ooki ng down on ne, and not Galen. | rolled onto ny belly. | could not stand,
but | could crawl. Not quickly, not even lifting ny stonmach conpletely off the
ground, but | could scuffle and scrape nyself along. Wth a singl eness of

purpose, | began to nake ny way toward the low wall. | thought that | could drag
mysel f up onto a bench, and fromthere to the top of the wall. And fromthere.
Down. End it.

It was a long journey, in the cold and the dark. Sone where | could hear a
whi npering, and | despised nyself for that, too. But as | scraped nyself al ong,
it grew, as a spark in the distance becomes a fire as one approaches. It refused
to be ignored. It grew louder in ny nmind, a whining against ny fate, a tiny
voi ce of resistance that forbade that | should die, that denied ny failure. It
was warmth and light, too, and it grew stronger and stronger as | tried to find
its source.

| stopped.

I lay still.

It was inside nme. The nore | sought it, the stronger it grew It |oved ne.
Loved nme even if | couldn't, wouldn't, didn't |love nyself. Loved me even if |
hated it. It set its tiny teeth in ny soul and braced and held so that |
couldn't cram any farther. And when | tried, a how of despair burst fromit,
searing nme, forbidding me to break so sacred a trust.

It was Smithy.

He cried with ny pains, physical and mental. And when | stopped struggling

toward the wall, he went into a paroxysmof joy, a celebration of triunph for

us. And all | could do to reward himwas to lie still and no |longer attenpt to
destroy nyself. And he assured ne it was enough, it was a plenitude, it was a

joy. | closed ny eyes.

The noon was high when Burrich rolled ne gently over. The Fool held high a
torch and Snithy capered and danced about his feet. Burrich gathered me up and
stood, as if | were still a child just given into his care. | had a glinpse of
his dark face, but read nothing there. He carried ne down the |ong stone
staircase, and the Fool bore the torch to light the way. And he took ne out of
the keep, and back to the stables, and up to his room There the Fool |eft
Burrich and Snmithy and me, and | do not recall that there had been one word
spoken. Burrich set me down on his own bed, and then dragged it, bedstead and
all, closer to the fire. Wth returning warnth canme great pain, and | gave ny
body over to Burrich, ny soul to Smithy, and let go of nmy mind for a | ong while.

| opened ny eyes to night. | knew not which one.

Burrich sat next to ne still, undozing, not even slunped in his chair. | felt
the strictures of bandaging on ny ribs. | lifted a hand to touch it, but was
baffled by two splinted fingers. Burrich's eyes followed ny notion. "They were
swol len with nore than cold. Too swollen for ne to tell if they were breaks, or
just sprains. | splinted themin case. | suspect they're just sprained. | think
if they were broken, the pain of ny working on them would have wakened even you

He spoke calmy, as if telling ne that he had purged a new dog for worns as a
preventive agai nst contagion. And just as his steady voice and cal mtouch had
worked on a frantic animal, so it worked on ne. | relaxed, thinking that if he
were calm not rmuch could be wong. He slipped a finger under the bandages
supporting ny ribs, checking the tightness. "Wat happened?" he asked, and
turned aside fromnme to pick up a cup of tea as he spoke, as if the question and
my answer were of no great inport.

| pushed nmy mind back over the |ast few weeks, tried to find a way to
expl ain. Events danced in ny mind, slipped anay fromne. | renenbered only
defeat. "CGalen tested ne," | said slowy. "I failed. And he punished me for it."
And with my words, a wave of dejection, shame, and guilt swept over ne, washing
away the brief confort | had taken in the faniliar surroundings. On the hearth,
a sleeping Snmithy abruptly waked and sat up. Reflexively, | quieted himbefore
he coul d whine. Lay down. Rest. It's all right. To ny relief, he did so. And to
my greater relief, Burrich seened unaware of what had passed between us. He
offered me the cup

"Drink this. You need water in you, and the herbs will deaden the pain and
|l et you sleep. Drink it all, now"
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"It stinks," | told him and he nodded, and held the cup nmy hands were too
bruised to curl around. | drank it all and then |lay back

"That was all?" he asked carefully, and | knew to what he referred. "He
tested you on a thing he had taught you, and you did not know it. So he did this

to you?"
"I could not doit. I didn't have the ... self-discipline. So he punished
me." Details eluded ne. Shanme washed over ne, drowning ne in msery.

"No one is taught self-discipline by beating himhalf to death." Burrich
spoke carefully, stating the truth for an idiot. H's novenents were very precise
as he set the cup back on the table.

"It was not to teach nme ... | don't think he believes |I can be taught. It was
to show the others what would happen if they failed."

"Very little worth knowing is taught by fear," Burrich said stubbornly. And,
more warnmy: "It's a poor teacher who tries to instruct by blows and threats.

I magi ne tam ng a horse that way. Or a dog. Even the npbst knot-headed dog | earns
better from an open hand than a stick."

"You' ve struck me before, when trying to teach ne sonething."

"Yes. Yes, | have. But to jolt, or warn, or awaken. Not to damage. Never to
break a bone or blind an eye or cripple a hand. Never. Never say to anyone that
I"ve struck you, or any creature in ny care, that way, for it's not true." He
was indignant that | could even have suggested it.

"No. You're right about that." | tried to think how | could nake Burrich
under stand why | had been punished. "But this was different, Burrich. A
different kind of learning, a different kind of teaching." | felt conpelled to
defend Galen's justice. | tried to explain. "I deserved this, Burrich. The fault
was not with his teaching. | failed to learn. | tried. |I did try. But like
Galen, | believe there is a reason the Skill is not taught to bastards. There is
ataint in me, a fatal weakness."

"Horseshit."

"No. Think on it, Burrich. If you breed a scrub mare to a fine stud, the colt
you get is as likely to get the weakness of the nother as the fineness of the
father."

The silence was |ong. Then: "I doubt nuch that your father would have laid
down beside a worman that was a “scrub.' Wthout sone fineness, sone sign of
spirit or intelligence, he would not. He could not."

"I'"ve heard it said he was tranced by a nountain witch wonman." For the first
time | repeated a tale |I'd heard whispered often

"Chivalry was not a man to fall for such magicry. And his son is not sone
sniveling, weak-spirited fool that |ies about and whines that he deserved a
beating." He | eaned cl oser, gently prodded just below ny tenple. A blast of pain
rocked ny consciousness. "That's how near you were to losing an eye to this
“teaching." " His tenper was rising, and | kept ny nouth closed. He took a quick
turn around the room then spun to face ne.

"That puppy. He's from Patience's bitch, isn't he?"

"Yes. "

"But you haven't ... oh, Fitz, please tell ne that it wasn't your using the
Wt that brought this on you. If he did this to you for that, there's not a word
I can say to anyone, or an eye | can neet anywhere in the keep or the whole
ki ngdom "

"No, Burrich. |I promse you, this had nothing to do with the pup. It was ny
failure to | earn what | had been taught. My weakness."

"Quiet," he ordered nme inpatiently. "Your word is enough. | know you wel |
enough to know your prom se will always be true. But for the rest, you're naking
no sense at all. Go back to sleep. I"'mgoing out, but 1'll be back soon enough.

Get sonme rest. It's the real healer."

A purpose had settled on Burrich. My words seened to have finally satisfied
him settled sonething for him He dressed quickly, pulling on boots, changing
his shirt for a | oose one, and putting only a |leather jerkin over it. Smthy
stood and whi ned anxiously as Burrich went out, but could not convey his worry
to ne. Instead, he cane to the bedside and scrabbled up, to burrow into the
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covers beside ne and confort ne with his trust. In the bl eak despair that
settled over nme, he was ny only light. | closed ny eyes and Burrich's herbs sank
me into a dreanl ess sl eep.

| awoke | ater that afternoon. A gust of cold air preceded Burrich's entry
into the room He checked me over, casually prying open ny eyes and then running
conpetent hands down ny ribs and over ny other bruises. He grunted his
satisfaction, then changed his torn and nuddi ed shirt for a fresh one. He humed
as he did so, seening in a fine nobod nuch at odds with ny bruises and

depression. It was alnost a relief when he left again. Below, | heard him
whi stling and calling orders to the stable boys. It all sounded so normal and
wor kaday and | longed for it with" an intensity that surprised me. | wanted that

back, the warm snell of the horses and dogs and straw, the sinple tasks, done
wel |l and conpletely, and the good sl eep of exhaustion at the end of a day. |

I onged for it, but the worthl essness that filled me now predicted that even at
that, | would fail. Galen had often sneered at those who worked such sinple jobs
about the keep. He had only contenpt for the kitchen naids and cooks, derision
for the stable boys, and the nen-at-arnms who guarded us with sword and bow,
were, in his words, "ruffians and dolts, dooned to flail away at the world, and
control with a sword what they can't master with their mnds." So now | was
strangely torn. | longed to return to being what Gal en had convi nced nme was
contenptible, yet doubt and despair filled ne that | could even do so much as

t hat .

I was abed for two days. A jovial Burrich tended ne with banter and good
nature that | could not fathom There was a briskness to his step and a sureness
to himthat nmade hi m seem a nmuch younger nman. It added to ny dispiritedness that
my injuries put himin such fine fettle. But after two days of bed rest, Burrich
informed nme that only so nuch stillness was good for a man, and it was tine |

was up and noving if | w shed to heal well. And he proceeded to find ne many
m nor chores to perform none heavy enough to tax ny strength, but nore than
enough to keep nme busy, for | had to rest often. | believe that the busyness was
what he was after rather than any exercise for ne, for all | had done was to lie

in bed and | ook at the wall and despise nmyself. Faced with ny unrel enting
depression, even Snmithy had begun to turn aside fromhis food. Yet Smithy
remained ny only real source of confort. Followi ng ne about the stable was the
purest enjoynent he'd ever had. Every scent and sight he relayed to me with an
intensity that, despite ny bl eakness, renewed in ne the wonder | had first felt
when |'d plunged into Burrich's world. Snmithy was savagely possessive of ne as
wel |, chall enging even Sooty's right to sniff me, and earning hinmself a snap
from Vi xen that sent himyipping and cowering to ny heels.

| begged the next day free for nyself and went into Buckkeep Town. The wal k
took me longer than it had ever taken me before, but Smithy rejoiced in my slow
pace, for it gave himtinme to snuff his way around every clunp of grass and tree
on the way. | had thought that seeing Molly would lift nmy spirits, and give ne
sonme sense of ny own life again. But when | got to the chandlery, she was busy
at first, filling three large orders for outbound ships. | sat by the hearth in
the shop. Her father sat opposite ne, drinking and glaring at nme. Although his
illness had weakened him it had not changed his tenperanment, and on days when
he was well enough to sit up, he was well enough to drink. After a while | gave
up all pretense at conversation, and sinply watched himdrink and di sparage his
daughter as Molly bustled frantically about, trying to be both efficient and
hospitable to her custoners. The dreary pettiness of it all depressed ne.

At noon she told her father she was closing the shop while she went to
deliver an order. She gave ne a rack of candles to carry, |oaded her own arns,
and we |l eft, latching the door behind us. Her father's drunken inprecations
foll owed us, but she ignored them Once outside in the brisk w nter wi nd,
followed Mdlly as she wal ked quickly to the back of the shop. Mdtioning for ny
silence, she opened the back door and set all that she carried inside. My rack
of candl es, too, was unloaded there, and then we left.

For a bit we just wandered through the town, talking little. She comented on
my bruised face; | said only that | had fallen. The wind was cold and
relentless, so the market stalls were near enpty, of both custoners and vendors.
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She paid nuch attention to Snmithy, and he reveled in it. On our wal k back, we
stopped at a tea shop, and she treated ne to nulled wine and nade so nuch of
Smithy that he fell over on his back and all his thoughts turned into wall ow ng
in her affection. | was struck suddenly by how clearly Smithy was aware of her
feelings, and yet she did not sense his at all, except on the shallowest |evel

I quested gently toward her, but found her elusive and drifting today, like a
perfume that cones strong and then faint on the sane breath of wind. | knew that
I could have pushed nore insistently against her, but sonehow it seened

poi ntl ess. An al oneness settled on ne, a deadly nelancholy that she never had
been and never would be any nore aware of nme than she was of Smithy. So | took
her brief words to me as a bird pecks at dry bread crunbs and | et al one the

sil ences she curtai ned between us. Soon she said that she could not tarry | ong,
or it would be the worse for her, for if her father no | onger had the strength
to strike her, he was still capable of smashing his beer nmug on the floor or
knocki ng over racks of things to show his displeasure at being neglected. She
smled an odd little smle as she told ne this, as if it would be |ess appalling

i f somehow we thought of his behavior as anusing. | couldn't smle and she
| ooked away fromny face
I hel ped her with her cloak and we left, walking uphill and into the w nd.

And that suddenly seened a netaphor for ny whole life. At her door, she shocked
me with a hug and a kiss on the corner of nmy jaw, the enbrace so brief that it
was al nost |ike being bunped in the market. "Newboy ..." she said, and then,
"Thank you. For understanding."

And then she whisked into her shop and shut the door behind her, |eaving ne
chilled and bewi | dered. She thanked ne for understanding her at a tinme when
had never felt nore isolated fromher, and everyone else. Al the way up to the
keep Smithy kept prattling to hinself about all the perfunmes he'd snelt on her
and how she had scratched himjust where he could never reach in front of his
ears and of the sweet biscuit she'd fed himin the tea shop

It was midafternoon when we got back to the stables. | did a few chores and
then went back up to Burrich's room where Smithy and | fell asleep. | awoke to
Burrich standing over ne, a slight frown on his face.

"Up, and let's have a | ook at you," he commanded, and | arose wearily and
stood quiet while he went over ny injuries with deft hands. He was pleased with
the condition of nmy hand and told ne that it m ght go unbandaged now, but to
keep the wapping about ny ribs and to cone back to have it adjusted each
evening. "As for the rest of it, keep it clean and dry, and don't pick at the
scabs. If any of it starts to fester, cone and see ne." He filled a little pot
wi th an unguent that eased sore nuscles and gave it to ne, by which | deduced
that he expected ne to | eave.

| stood holding the little pot of nedicine. Aterrible sadness welled up in
me, and yet | could find no words to say. Burrich | ooked at nme, scow ed, and
turned away. "Now stop that," he conmanded nme angrily.

"What ?" | asked.

"You |l ook at nme sonetines with nmy lord' s eyes," he said quietly, and then as
sharply as before, "Well, what did you think to do? Hide in the stables the rest
of your life? No. You have to go back. You have to go back and hold up your head
and eat your neals anong the keep folk, and sleep in your own room and |live
your own life. Yes, and go finish those dam lessons in the Skill."

H s first commands had sounded difficult, but the last, | knew, was
i mpossi bl e.

"I can't," | said, not believing how stupid he was. "Galen wouldn't let ne
come back to the group. And even if he did, |1'd never catch up on all 1've
mssed. |'ve already failed at it, Burrich. | failed and that's done, and | need
to find something else to do with nyself. I'd like to |learn the hawks, please."

The last | heard nyself say with sone amazenent, for in truth it had never
crossed nmy mind before. Burrich's reply was at |east as strange.

"You can't, for the hawks don't |ike you. You're too warm and you don't m nd
your own busi ness enough. Now listen to me. You didn't fail, you fool. Galen
tried to drive you away. |If you don't go back, you'll have let himw n. You have
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to go back and you have to learn it. But"-and here he turned on nme, and the
anger in his eyes was for ne-"you don't have to stand there like a carter's mule
whil e he beats you. You' ve a birthright to his tinme and his know edge. Make him
give you what is yours. Don't run away. No one ever gai ned anything by running
away." He paused, started to say nore, and then stopped.

"I'"ve mssed too nany |lessons. |'Il never-"

"You haven't missed anything," Burrich said stubbornly. He turned away from
me, and | couldn't read his tone as he added, "There have been no | essons since
you |l eft. You should be able to pick up just where you left off."

"l don't want to go back."

"Don't waste ny tinme by arguing with nme," he said tightly. "Don't dare to try
my patience that way. |'ve told you what you are to do. Do it."

Suddenly | was six years old again, and a man in a kitchen backed up a crowd
with a look. | shivered, cowed. Abruptly, it was easier to face Galen than to
defy Burrich. Even when he added, "And you'll |eave that pup with ne until your
| essons are done. Being shut up inside your roomall day is no life for a dog.
Hs coat will go bad and his nuscles won't grow properly. But you'd better be

down here each evening, to see to both himand Sooty, or you'll answer to ne.
And | don't give a damm what Gal en says about that, either."
And so | was dism ssed. | conveyed to Snmithy that he was to stay with

Burrich, and he accepted it with an equaninmity that surprised ne as nmuch as it
hurt ny feelings. Dispirited, | took my pot of unguent and pl odded back up to
the keep. | took food fromthe kitchen, for |I had no heart to face anyone at
table and went up to ny room It was cold and dark, no fire in the hearth, no
candles in the sticks, and the foul ed reeds underfoot stank. | fetched candl es
and wood, set a fire, and while | was waiting for it to take sone of the chil
off the stone walls and floors, | busied nmyself with taking up the floor rushes.
Then, as Lacey had advised ne, | scrubbed the roomwell with hot water and

vi negar. Sonmehow | got the vinegar that had been flavored with tarragon, and so
when | was finished, the roomsnelled of that herb. Exhausted, | flung nyself
down on ny bed and fell asleep wondering why |'d never discovered how to open
what ever hi dden door it was that led to Chade's quarters. But | had no doubt
that he would have sinply dism ssed nme, for he was a nman of his word and woul d
not interfere until Galen had finished with ne. O until he discovered that |
was finished with Galen

The Fool's candl es awoke ne. | was conpletely disoriented as to tine and
pl ace until he said, "You ve just time to wash and eat and still be first on the
tower top."

He' d brought warmwater in a ewer, and warmrolls fromthe kitchen ovens.
"I''mnot going."
It was the first time |'d ever seen the Fool |ook surprised. "Wy not?"

"It's pointless. | can't succeed. | sinply haven't the aptitude and |'mtired
of beating ny head against the wall."
The Fool's eyes widened further. "I thought you had been doing well, before

It was ny turn to be surprised. "Well? Wiy do you think he nocks ne and
strikes me? As a reward for my success? No. | haven't been able to even
understand what it's about. Al the others have al ready surpassed nme. Wy shoul d
I go back? So Gal en can prove even nore thoroughly how right he was?"

"Sonet hing," the Fool said carefully, "is not right here." He considered a
monent. "Before, | asked you to quit the | essons. You would not. Do you recal
t hat ?"

I cast ny mnd back. "I'm stubborn, sonetines,”" | adnitted.

"And if | asked you now, -to continue? To go up to the tower top, and
continue to try?"

"Why have you changed your nind?"

"Because that which | sought to prevent came to pass. But you survived it. So

| seek nowto ..." H's words trailed off. "It is as you said. Wiy should | speak
at all, when | cannot speak plainly?"
"If | said that, | regret it. It is not a thing one should say to a friend.

do not renenber it."
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He smled faintly. "If you do not renenber it, then neither shall 1" He
reached and took both of ny hands in his. H's grip was oddly cool. A shiver
passed over ne at his touch. "Wuld you continue, if | asked it of you? As a
friend?"

The word sounded so odd fromhis lips. He spoke it w thout nockery,
carefully, as if the saying of it aloud could shatter the neaning. H's col orl ess
eyes held mne. | found | could not say no. So | nodded.

Even so, | rose reluctantly. He watched ne with an inpassive interest as
straightened the clothes 1'd slept in, splashed ny face, and then tore into the
bread he'd brought. "I don't want to go," | told himas | finished the first
roll and took up the second. "I don't see what it can acconplish."

"I don't know why he bothers with you," the Fool agreed. The famliar
cyni ci smwas back.

"Gal en? He has to, the King ..."

"Burrich."

"He just |ikes bossing ne about,” | conplained, and it sounded chil di sh, even
to ne.

The Fool shook his head. "You haven't even a clue, have you?"

" About what ?"

"About how the stabl emaster dragged Galen fromhis bed, and fromthence to
the Wtness Stones. | wasn't there, of course, or | would be able to tell you

how Gal en cursed and struck at himat first, but the stabl emaster paid no
attention. He just hunched his shoulders to the man's bl ows, and kept silent. He
gripped the Skillnaster by the collar, so the man was fair choked, and dragged
hi m al ong. And the soldiers and guards and stable boys followed in a streamthat
becane a torrent of nen. If | had been there, | could tell you how no man dared
to interfere, for it was as if the stabl enaster had becone as Burrich once was,
an iron nmuscled man with a black tenper that was |ike a nmadness when it cane on
him No one, then, dared to brook that tenper, and that day, it was as if
Burrich was that man again. If he linped still, no one noticed it at all

"As for the Skillnmaster, he flailed and cursed, and then he grew still, and
all suspected that he turned what he knew upon his captor. But if he did, it had
no effect, save that the stablemaster tightened his grip on the man's neck. And
if Galen strove to sway others to his cause, they did not react. Perhaps being
choked and dragged was sufficient to break his concentration. O perhaps his
Skill is not so strong as it was runored. O perhaps too nany renenber his
m streatnment of themtoo well to be vulnerable to his wiles. O perhaps-"

"Fool! Get on with it! Wat happened?" A |ight sweat cloaked ny body and
shi vered, not knowi ng what | hoped for

"I wasn't there, of course," the Fool asserted sweetly. "But | have heard it
said that the dark man dragged the skinny man all the way up to the Wtness
Stones. And there, still gripping the Skillmaster so he could not speak, he
asserted his challenge. They would fight. No weapons, but hands only, just as
the Skillmaster had assaulted a certain boy the day before. And the Stones woul d
witness, if Burrich won, that Galen had had no call to strike the boy, nor had
he the right to refuse to teach the boy. And Gal en woul d have refused the
chal  enge and gone to the King hinself, except that the dark nman had al ready
called the Stones to witness. And so they fought, in nuch the sane way that a
bull fights a bale of straw when he tosses and stanps and gores it. And when he
was done, the stabl emaster bent and whi spered sonething to the Skill master,
before he and all others turned and left the man |ying there, with the Stones
wi tness to his whinpering and bl eeding."

"What did he say?" | denanded.

"I wasn't there. | saw and heard nothing of it." The Fool stood and
stretched. "You'll be late if you tarry," he pointed out to ne, and left. And |
|l eft my room wondering, and clinbed the tall tower to the Queen's stripped
garden and was still intinme to be the first one there.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
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Lessons

ACCORDI NG TO ANCI ENT CHRONI CLES, Skill users were organized in coteries of
si x. These groups did not usually include any of exceptional royal blood, but
were limted to cousins and nephews of the direct |ine of ascension, or those
who showed an aptitude and were judged worthy. One of the npbst fanous,
Crossfire's Coterie, provides a splendid exanple of how they functioned.

Dedi cated to Queen Vision, Crossfire and the others of her coterie had been
trained by a Skillmaster called Tactic. The partners in this coterie were

mut ual |y chosen by one another, and then received special training from Tactic
to bind theminto a close unit. Whether scattered across the Six Duchies to
collect or dissemnate information, or when massed as a group for the purpose of
confoundi ng and denoralizing the enemy, their deeds becane | egendary. Their
final heroism detailed in the ballad "Crossfire's Sacrifice," was the nassing
of their strength, which they channeled to Queen Vision during the battle of
Besham Unbeknownst to the exhausted Queen, they gave to her nore than they
coul d spare themselves, and in the mdst of the victory celebration the coterie
was di scovered in their tower, drained and dying. Perhaps the people's |ove of
Crossfire's Coterie stenmed in part fromtheir all being cripples in one form or
anot her: blind, lame, harelipped, or disfigured by fire were all of the six, yet
inthe Skill their strength was greater than that of the |argest warship, and
more inmportant to the defense of the Queen

During the peaceful' years of King Bounty's reign, the instruction of the
Skill for the creation of coteries was abandoned. Existing coteries di shanded
due to aging, death, or sinply a lack of purpose. Instruction in the Skill began
to be limted to princes only, and for a time it was seen as a rather archaic
art. By the tine of the Red-Ship raids, only King Shrewd and his son Verity were
active practitioners of the Skill. Shrewd made an effort to locate and recruit
former practitioners, but nost were aged, or no | onger proficient.

Gal en, then Skillmster for Shrewd, was assigned the task of creating new
coteries for the defense of the kingdom Galen chose to set aside tradition
Cot eri e menbershi ps were assigned rather than nutually chosen. Galen's methods
of teaching were harsh, his training goal that each nmenber woul d be an
unquestioning part of a unit, a tool for the King to use as he needed. This
particul ar aspect was designed solely by Galen, and the first Skill coterie he
created, he presented to King Shrewd as if it were his gift to give. At |east
one nenber of the royal family expressed his abhorrence of the idea. But tines
were desperate, and King Shrewd coul d not resist w elding the weapon that had
been given into his hand.

Such hate. Oh, how they hated ne. As each student energed fromthe stairwell
onto the tower roof to find me there and waiting, each spurned ne. | felt their
di sdain, as palpably as if each had dashed cold water against ne. By the tine
the seventh and final student appeared, the cold of their hatred was |ike a wall
around nme. But | stood, silent and contained, in nmy accustoned place, and net
every eye that was lifted to mine. That, | think, was why no one spoke a word to
me. They were forced to take their places around nme. They did not speak to each
ot her, either.

And we waited.

The sun cane up, and even cleared the wall around the tower, and still Galen
had not cone. But they kept their places and waited and so | did |ikew se.

Finally | heard his halting steps upon the stairs. Wen he energed, he

blinked in the sun's pale wash, glanced at ne, and visibly started. | stood ny
ground. W | ooked at one another. He could see the burden of hatred that the
others had inposed on ne and it pleased him as did the bandages | still wore on

my tenple. But | net his eyes and did not flinch. | dared not.

And | becane aware of the dismay the others were feeling. No one could | ook
at himand not see how badly he had been beaten. The Wtness Stones had found
hi m | acki ng, and all who saw hi mwoul d know. H's gaunt face was a | andscape of
purpl es and greens washed over with yellows. His lower lip was split in the
m ddl e and cut at the corner of his nouth. He wore a | ong-sl eeved robe that
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covered his arns, but the flow ng | ooseness of it contrasted so strongly with
his usual tightly laced shirts and vests that it was |like seeing the man in his
nightshirt. H's hands, too, were purple and knobby, but | could not recall that
I had seen bruises on Burrich's body. | concluded that he had used themin a
vain attenpt to shield his face. He still carried his little whip with him but
| doubted he had the capability to swing it effectively.

And so we inspected one another. | took no satisfaction in his bruises or his
disgrace. | felt something akin to shane for them | had believed so strongly in
his invulnerability and superiority that this evidence of his nmere humanity | eft
me feeling foolish. That unbal anced his conposure. Twice he opened his nouth to
speak to me. The third time, he turned his back on the class and said, "Begin
your physical linbering. | will observe you to see if you are noving correctly."

The ends of his words were soft, spoken through a pai nful nmouth. And as we
dutifully stretched and swayed and bowed in unison, he crabbed awkwardly about
the tower garden. He tried not to lean on the wall, or to rest too often. Gone
was the slap, slap, slap of the whip against his thigh that had fornerly
orchestrated our efforts. Instead, he gripped it as if afraid he might drop it.
For nmy part, | was grateful that Burrich had nmade nme get up and nove. My bound
ribs didn't pernmit nme the full flexibility of notion that Galen had fornerly
commanded fromus. But | made an honest attenpt at it.

He of fered us nothing new that day, only going over what we had al ready
| earned. And the | essons canme to an early end, before the sun was even down.
"You have done well," he said |anely. "You have earned these free hours, for
am pl eased you have continued to study in ny absence." Before disnissing us, he
call ed each of us before him for a brief touch of the Skill. The others left
reluctantly, with many a backward gl ance, curious as to how he would dial with
me. As the nunmbers of ny fellow students dwindled | braced nyself for a solitary
confrontati on.

But even that was a disappointnent. He called nme before him and | canme, as
silent and outwardly respectful as the others. | stood before himas they had,
and he made a few brief passes of his hands before ny face and over ny head.
Then he said in a cold voice, "You shield too well. You nust |learn to relax your
guard over your thoughts if you are either to send themforth, or receive those
of others. Co."

And | left, as the others had, but regretfully. Privately | wondered if he

had made a real attenpt to use the Skill on ne. | had felt no brush of it. |
descended the stairs, aching and bitter, wondering why | was trying.

I went to ny room and then to the stables. | gave Sooty a cursory brushing
while Smithy watched. Still | felt restless and dissatisfied. | knew | should

rest, that | would regret it if | did not. Stone wal k? Smithy suggested, and
agreed to take himinto town. He gall oped and snuffled circles around nme as |
made nmy way down fromthe keep. It was a blustery afternoon after a calm
nmorning; a stormwas building offshore. But the wi nd was unseasonably warm and
| felt the fresh air clearing ny head, and the steady rhythm of wal ki ng soot hed
and stretched the nuscles that Galen's exercises had | eft bunched and achi ng.
Smithy's sensory prattle grounded nme firmy in the i mediate world, so that |
could not dwell on ny frustrations.

I told nyself it was Smithy who led us so directly to MIly's shop. Puppy
like, he had returned to where he had been wel conmed before. Mdlly's father had
kept his bed that day, and the shop was fairly quiet. A single custoner
lingered, talking to Molly. Mdlly introduced himto nme as Jade. He was a mate
of f sone Seal bay trading vessel, not quite twenty, and he spoke to nme as if |
were ten, snmiling past me at Molly all the while. He was full of tales of
Red- Shi ps and sea storns. He had a red stone earring in one ear, and a new beard
curled along his jaw. He took far too long to sel ect candl es and a new brass
| anmp, but he finally left.

"Close the store for a bit," | urged Molly. "Let's go down to the beach. The
wind is |ovely today."

She shook her head regretfully. "I'mbehind in my work. | should dip tapers
all this afternoon if |I have no custoners. And if | do have custoners, | should
be here."
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I felt unreasonably disappointed. | quested toward her and di scovered how
much she actually wi shed to go. "There's not that nuch daylight left," | said
persuasively. "You can always dip tapers this evening. And your custoners will
conme back tonmorrow if they find you closed today."

She cocked her head, |ooked thoughtful, and abruptly set aside the w cking
she held. "You're right, you know. The fresh air will do nme good." And she took
up her cloak with an alacrity that delighted Smithy and surprised ne. W cl osed
up the shop and left.

Mol Iy set her usual brisk pace. Smithy frolicked about her, delighted. W
talked, in a cursory way. The wind put roses in her cheeks, and her eyes seened
brighter in the cold. And | thought she | ooked at nme nore often, and nore
pensi vely than she usual ly did.

The town was quiet, and the market all but deserted. W went to the beach and
wal ked sedately where we had raced and shrieked but a few years before. She
asked ne if | had learned to light a lantern before going down steps at night,

and that nystified ne, until | remenbered that | had explained ny injuries as a
fall down a dark staircase. She asked me if the schoolteacher and the
horsemaster were still at odds, and by this |I discerned that Burrich and Galen's

chal l enge at the Wtness Stones had becone sonething of a local |egend already.
| assured her that peace had been restored. W spent sone little tine gathering
a certain kind of seaweed that she wanted to flavor her chowder that evening.
Then, for | was winded, we sat in the | ee of sonme rocks and watched Smthy nake
nunerous attenpts to clear the beach of all gulls.

"So. | hear Prince Verity is to wed," she began conversationally.
"What ?" | asked, anmazed.
She | aughed heartily. "Newboy, | have never net anyone as immune to gossip as

you seemto be. How can you live right up there in the keep and know not hi ng of
that which is the common talk of the town? Verity has agreed to take a bride, to
assure the succession. But the story intow is that he is too busy to do his
courting hinself, so Regal will find hima |ady."

"Ch, no." My dismay was honest. | was picturing big bluff Verity paired with
one of Regal's sugar-crystal wonen. Wenever there was a festival of any kind in
the keep, Spring's Edge or Wnterheart or Harvestday, here they cane, from
Chal ced and Farrow and Beans, in carriages or on richly caparisoned pal freys or
riding inlitters. They wore gowns |like butterflies' wings, and ate as daintily
as sparrows, and seenmed to flutter about and perch always in Regal's vicinity.
And he would sit in their mdst, in his ow silk-and-vel vet hues, and preen
while their nusical voices tinkled around himand their fans and fancywork
trenbled in their fingers. "Prince catchers,” |1'd heard them call ed, nobl ewonen
who di spl ayed thensel ves |i ke goods in a store wi ndow in the hopes of wedding
one of the royals. Their behavior was not inproper, not quite. But to ne it
seened desperate, and Regal cruel as he smled first on this one and then danced
all evening with that one, only to rise to a |late breakfast and wal k yet anot her
through the gardens. They were Regal's worshipers. | tried to picture one on
Verity's armas he stood watching the dancers at a ball, or quietly weaving in
his study while Verity pondered and sketched at the naps he so | oved. No garden
strolls; Verity took his wal ks al ong the docks and t hrough the crops, stopping
often to talk to the seafolk and farmers behind their plows. Dainty slippers and
enbroi dered skirts would surely not follow himthere.

Mol Iy slipped a penny into nmy hand.

"What's this for?"

"To pay for whatever you've been thinking so hard that you've been sitting on
the edge of ny skirt while |I've twice asked you to lift up. | don't think you've
heard a word |'ve said."

I sighed. "Verity and Regal are so different, | cannot inmagi ne one choosing a
wife for the other."

Mol 'y | ooked puzzl ed.

"Regal will choose sonmeone who is beautiful and weal thy and of good bl ood.
She' |l be able to dance and sing and play the chines. She'll dress beautifully
and have jewels in her hair at the breakfast table, and always snell of the
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flowers that growin the Rain Wlds."

"And Verity will not be glad of such a woman?" The confusion on Mlly's face
was as if | were insisting the sea was soup

"Verity deserves a conpani on, not an ornanment to wear on his sleeve," |
protested in disdain. "Were | Verity, |I'd want a wonan who coul d do things. Not
just select her jewelry or plait her own hair. She should be able to sew a
shirt, or tend her own garden, and have sonethi ng special she can do that is al
her own, like scrollwork or herbery."

"Newboy, the like of that is not for fine ladies," Mdlly chided ne. "They are
meant to be pretty and ornanental. And they are rich. It isn't for themto have
to do such work."

"Of course it is. Look at Lady Patience and her worman Lacey. They are al ways
about and doing things. Their apartnents are a jungle of the lady's plants, and
the cuffs of her gowns are sonetines a bit sticky from her paper naking, or she
will have bits of leaves in her hair fromher herbery work, but she is stil
just as beautiful. And prettiness is not all that inportant in a worman. |'ve
wat ched Lacey's hands maki ng one of the keep children a fishnet froma bit of
jute string. Qick and clever as any webman's fingers down on the dock are her
fingers; nowthat's a pretty thing that has nothing to do with her face. And
Hod, who teaches weapons? She | oves her silverwork and graving. She nade a
dagger for her father's birthday, with a grip like a | eaping stag, and yet done
so cleverly that it's a confort in the hand, with not a jag or edge to catch on
anything. Now, that's a bit of beauty that will live on |long after her hair
grays or her cheeks wrinkle. Sonmeday her grandchildren will |ook at that work
and t hink what a clever worman she was."

"Do you think so, really?"

"Certainly." | shifted, suddenly aware of how close MIlly was to ne.
shifted, yet did not really nove farther away. Down the beach, Snmithy nmade
another foray into a flock of gulls. Hi s tongue was hanging nearly to his knees,
but he was still gall oping.

"But if noble |adies do all those things, they'll ruin their hands with the
work, and the wind will dry their hair and tan their faces. Surely Verity
doesn't deserve a worman who | ooks |ike a deckhand?"

"Surely he does. Far nore than he deserves a worman who | ooks |like a fat red
carp kept in a bow ."

Mol Iy giggl ed.

"Someone to ride beside himon a norning when he takes Hunter out for a
gal l op, or soneone who can | ook at a section of nap he's just finished and
actual |y understand just how fine a piece of work it is. That's what Verity
deserves."

"I'"ve never ridden a horse," MIlly objected suddenly. "And | know few
letters."

| | ooked at her curiously, wondering why she seened so suddenly downcast.
"What matter is that? You're clever enough to | earn anything. Look at all you've
taught yoursel f about candl es and herbs. Don't tell ne that canme from your
father. Sonetinmes when | come by the shop, your hair and dress snell all of
fresh herbs and | can tell you've been experinenting to get new perfumes for the
candles. If you wanted to read or wite nore, you could learn. As for riding,
you' d be a natural. You've bal ance and strength ... look at how you clinb the
rocks on the cliffs. And aninals take to you. You've fair won Snmithy's heart
away fromnme."

"Fa!" She gave me a nudge with her shoulder. "You talk as if sonme |ord should
cone riding down fromthe keep and carry me off."

I thought of August with his stuffy nmanners, or Regal sinpering at her. "Eda
forbid. You' d be wasted on them They wouldn't have the wit to understand you,
or the heart to appreciate you."

Mol Iy | ooked down at her work-worn hands. "Who woul d, then?" she asked

softly.
Boys are fools. The conversation had grown and tw ned around us, ny words
comng as naturally as breathing to me. | had not intended any flattery, or

subtl e courtship. The sun was beginning to dip into the water, and we sat cl ose
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by one anot her and the beach before us was |like the world at our feet. If | had

said at that nmonment, "I would," | think her heart would have tunbled into ny
awkward hands like ripe fruit froma tree. |I think she m ght have kissed ne, and
seal ed herself to ne of her own free will. But | couldn't grasp the imensity of

what | suddenly knew | had cone to feel for her. It drove the sinple truth from
my lips, and | sat dunb and half a nonent later Smithy came, wet and sandy,
barreling into us, so that Mlly | eaped to her feet to save her skirts, and the
opportunity was |ost forever, blown away |i ke spray on the w nd.

We stood and stretched, and Ml ly exclainmed about the tinme, and | felt all
the sudden aches of ny healing body. Sitting and letting nyself cool down on a
chill beach was a stupid thing | certainly wouldn't have done to any horse. |
wal ked Mol ly honme and there was an awkward nonent at her door before she stooped
and hugged Smithy good-bye. And then | was al one, save for a curious pup
demanding to know why | went so slowy and insisting he was hal f-starved and
wanting to run and tussle all the way up the hill to the keep

I plodded up the hill, chilled within and without. | returned Smthy to the
stabl es, and said good night to Sooty, and then went up to the keep. Galen and
his fledglings had already finished their meager neal and left. Mst of the keep
folk had eaten, and | found nyself drifting back to ny old haunts. There was
al ways food in the kitchen and conpany in the watch roomoff the kitchen
Men-at-arns cane and went there all hours of the day and night, so Cook kept a
simering kettle on the hook, adding water and neat and vegetables as the | eve
went down. Wne and beer and cheese were al so there, and the sinple conmpany of
those who guarded the keep. They had accepted ne as one of their own since the
first day |I'd been given into Burrich's care. So | namde nyself a sinple neal
there, not near as scanty as Gal en woul d have provided ne, nor yet as anple and

rich as | craved. That was Burrich's teaching; | fed nyself as | would have an
i njured aninal .

And | listened to the casual talk going on around ne, focusing nyself into
the life of. the keep as | hadn't for nonths. | was anazed at all that | had not

known because of ny total imersion in Galen's teaching. A bride for Verity was
nmost of the talk. There was the usual crude soldiers' jesting one could expect
about such things, as well as a lot of comm seration over his ill luck in having
Regal choose his future spouse. That the match woul d be based on politica

al liances had never been in question; a prince's hand could not be wasted on
sonet hing as foolish as his own choice. That had been a great part of the

scandal surrounding Chivalry's stubborn courtship of Patience. She had cone from
within the realm the daughter of one of our nobles, and one already very

am cable to the royal famly

No political advantage at all had cone out of that marriage.

But Verity woul d not be squandered so. Especially with the Red-Ships nenacing
us all along our straggling coastline. And so speculation ran rife. Wio would
she be? A woman fromthe Near Islands, to our north in the Wite Sea? The
islands were little nore than rocky bits of the earth's bones thrusting up out
of the sea, but a series of towers set anobng them would give us earlier warning
of the sea raiders' ventures into our waters. To the southwest of our borders,
beyond the Rain WIlds where no one ruled, were the Spice Coasts. A princess from
there woul d of fer few defensive advantages, but sone argued for the rich trading
agreenents she mght bring with her. Days to the south and east over the sea
were the many big islands where grew the trees that the boat buil ders yearned
for. Could a king and his daughter be found there who would trade her warm w nds
and soft fruits for a keep in a rocky ice-boundaried | and? What woul d they ask
for a soft southern woman and her tall-tinbered island trade? Furs said sone,
and grain said another. And there were the nobuntain ki ngdons at our backs, with
their jeal ous possession of the passes that led into the tundra | ands beyond. A
princess fromthere would conmand warriors of her folk, as well as trade |inks
to the ivory workers and rei ndeer herders who |ived beyond their borders. On
their southern border was the pass that led to the headwaters of the great Rain
Ri ver that nmeandered through the Rain Wl ds. Every soldier anbng us had heard
the old tales of the abandoned treasure tenples on the banks of that river, of
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the tall carved gods who presided still over their holy springs, and of the
flake gold that sparkled in the | esser streams. Perhaps a nountain princess,
t hen?

Each possibility was debated with far nore political savvy and sophistication
than Gal en woul d have believed these sinple soldiers capable of conmrandi ng. |
rose fromtheir midst feeling ashamed of how | had dism ssed themy in so short a
time Galen had brought nme to think of themas ignorant sword wielders, men of
brawn with no brain at all. | had lived anong themall ny life. | should have
known better. No, | had known better. But my hunger to set nyself higher, to
prove beyond doubt ny right to that royal magic had nade ne willing to accept
any nonsense he mght choose to present ne. Sonething clicked within ne, as if
the key piece to a wood puzzle had suddenly slid into place. | had been bribed
with the of fer of know edge as another man mi ght have been bribed wth coins.

I did not think very well of nyself as | clinbed the stairs to ny room | |ay
down to sleep with the resolve that | would not | et Galen deceive ne any |onger,
nor persuade me to deceive nyself. | also resolved nost firmy that | would
learn the Skill, no matter how painful or difficult it mght be.

And so dark and early the next nmorning | plunged fully back into ny | essons
and routine. | attended Galen's, every word, | pushed nyself to do each
exerci se, physical or nental, to the extrene of ny ability. But as the week, and
then the nonth, wore painfully on, | felt like a dog with his neat suspended
just beyond the reach of his jaws. For the others, sonething was obviously
happeni ng. A network of shared thought was buil ding between them a
communi cation that had themturning to one anot her before they spoke, that |et
them performthe shared physical exercises as one being. Sullenly, resentfully,
they took turns being partnered with ne, but fromthem| felt nothing, and from
me they shuddered and pul |l ed back, conplaining to Galen that the force | exerted
toward themwas either |ike a whisper or a battering ram

I watched in near despair as they danced in pairs, sharing control of one
anot her's nuscles, or as one wal ked blindfol ded the nmaze of the coals, guided by
the eyes of his seated partner. Sonetinmes | knew | had the Skill. | could fee
it building within nme, unfolding |ike a growing seed, but it was a thing | could
not seemto direct or control. One nmonent it was within nme, boonming like a tide
against rock cliffs, and the next it was gone and all within ne was dry deserted
sand. At its strength, | could conmpel August to stand, to bow, to wal k. The next
he woul d stand glaring at ne, daring ne to contact himat all

And no one seened able to reach inside ne. "Drop your guard, put down your
wall's," Galen would angrily order ne as he stood before nme, vainly trying to
convey to nme the sinplest direction or suggestion. | felt the barest brush of
his Skill against me. But | could no nore allow himinside nmy mind than | could
stand conpl acent while a man slid a sword between ny ribs. Try as | might to
compel myself, | shied fromhis touch, physical or nental, and the touches of ny
classmates | could not feel at all

Daily they advanced, while |I watched and struggled to nmaster the barest
basi cs. A day canme when August |ooked at a page, and across the rooftop, his
partner read it aloud, while another set of two pairs played a chess gane in
whi ch those who comanded t he nmoves coul d not physically see the board at all
And Galen was well pleased with all of them save me. Each day he di sm ssed us
after a touch, a touch | seldomfelt. And each day | was the last free to go,
and he coldly reninded me that he wasted his time on a bastard only because the
Ki ng commanded himto do so

Spring was coming on and Smithy grown froma puppy to a dog. Sooty dropped
her foal while | was at my lessons, a fine filly sired by Verity's stallion. |
saw Mol Iy once, and we wal ked toget her near wordl essly through the market. There
was a new stall set up, with a rough nan selling birds and aninmals, all captured
wild and caged by him He had crows, and sparrows, and a swallow, and one young
fox so weak with worns he could scarcely stand. Death woul d free himsooner than
any buyer, and even if | had had the coin for him he had reached a state where
t he wor m nedi ci nes woul d only poison himas well as his parasites. It sickened
me, and so | stood, questing toward the birds with suggestions of how picking at
a certain bright bit of nmetal night unpin the doors of their cages. But Mdlly
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thought | stared at the poor beasts thenselves, and | felt her grow cooler and
farther fromne than ever she had been before. As we wal ked her hone Snithy
whi ned beggingly for her attention, and so won fromher a cuddle and a pat

before we left. | envied himthe ability to whine so well. My own seened to go
unheard.

Wth spring in the air, all in the seaport braced, for soon it would be
raiding weather. | ate with the guards every night now and |istened well to al

the runors. Forged ones had becone robbers all al ong our highways, and the
stories of their depravities and depredations were all the tavern talk now. As
predators, they were nore devoid of decency and nercy than any wild animal could
be. It was easy to forget they had ever been human, and to hate themwith a
venom | i ke not hing el se.

The fear of being Forged increased proportionately. Markets carried
candy- di pped beads of poison for nothers to give their children in the event the
famly was captured by raiders. There were runors that sonme seacoast villagers
had packed up all their belongings in carts and noved inland, forsaking their
traditional occupations as fishers and traders to becone farners and hunters
away fromthe threat of the sea. Certainly the popul ation of beggars within the
city was swelling. A Forged one cane into Buckkeep Town itself and wal ked the
streets, as untouchable as a madman as he hel ped hinself to whatever he wanted
fromthe market stalls. Before a second day had passed, he had di sappeared, and
dark whispers said to watch for his body to wash up on the beach. Qher runors
said a wife had been found for Verity anong the nountain folk. Sonme said it was
to secure our access to the passes; others that we could not afford a potentia
eneny at our backs when all along our seacoast we nmust fear the Red-Ships.. And
there were yet other runors, no, the barest whispers, too brief and fragnented
to be runors, that all was not well with Prince Verity. Tired and sick said
sonme, and ot hers sniggered about a nervous and weary bridegroom A few sneered
that he had taken to drink and was only seen by day when his headache was worst.

I found ny concern over these last runors to be deeper than |I woul d have
expected. None of the royals had ever paid nmuch mind to ne, at least not in a
personal way. Shrewd saw to ny education and confort and had | ong ago bought ny
loyalty, so that now | was his w thout even giving thought to any alternative.
Regal despised ne, and | had long |earned to avoid his narrow gl ance, and the
casual nudges or furtive shoves that had once been enough to send a snaller boy
staggering. But Verity had been kind to ne, in an absentm nded sort of way, and
he | oved his dogs and his horse and his hawks in a way | understood. | wanted to
see himstand tall and proud at his wedding, and hoped soneday to stand behi nd
the throne he woul d occupy nuch as Chade stood behind Shrewd's. | hoped he was
wel |, and yet there was nothing | could do about it if he were not, nor even a
way | could see him Even if we had been keeping the sane hours, the circles we
moved in were sel domthe sane.

It was still not quite full spring when Gal en made his announcenent. The rest
of the keep was making its preparations for Springfest. The stalls in the
mar ket pl ace woul d be sanded clean and repainted in bright colors, and tree
branches woul d be brought inside and gently forced so that their blossons and
tiny leaves could grace the banquet table on Springseve. But tender new greens
and eggcake with carris seed toppings were not what Galen had in mnd for us,
nor puppet shows and hunt dances. Instead, with the com ng of the new season, we
woul d be tested, either to be proven worthy or discarded.

"Di scarded," he repeated, and if he had been condemi ng those unchosen to
death, the attention of his other students could not have been nore intent. |
nunbly tried to understand in full what it would nean to me when | failed. | had
no belief that he would test ne fairly, or that | could pass such a test even if
he di d.

"You shall be a coterie, those of you who prove yourselves. Such a coterie as
has never been before, | would think. At the height of Springfest, | nyself wll
present you to your king, and he shall see the wonder of what | have wought. As
you have cone this far with nme, you know | will not be shaned before him So |
myself will test you, and test you to your limts, to be sure that the weapon
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place in ny king's hand hol ds an edge worthy of its purpose. One day from now, |
will scatter you, like seeds in the wind, across the kingdom | have arranged
that you will be taken hence, by swift horse, to your destinations. And there
each of you will be left, alone. Not one of you will know where any of the

others are." He paused, | think to |let each of us feel the tension thrumm ng
through the room | knew that all the others vibrated in tune, sharing a comon
enotion, alnmost a conmmon mind as they received their instruction. | suspected
they heard far nore than the sinple words fromGalen's lips. | felt a foreigner
there, listening to words in a | anguage whose idiom| could not grasp. | would
fail

"Wthin two days of being left, you will be sumoned. By ne. You will be
directed who to contact, and where. Each of you will receive the information you
need to nmake your way back here. If you have |earned, and |earned well, ny
coterie will be here and present on Springseve, ready to be presented to the
King." Again the pause. "Do not think, however, that all you must do is find
your way back to Buckkeep by Springseve. You are to be a coterie, not homing
pi geons. How you conme and in what conpany will prove to nme that you have

mastered your Skill. Be ready to | eave by tonorrow norning."

And then he rel eased us, one by one, again with a touch for each, and a word
of praise for each, save ne. | stood before him as open as | could nmake nyself,
as vulnerable as | dared to be, and yet the brush of the Skill against nmy m nd
was | ess than the touch of the wind. He stared down at nme as | | ooked up at him
and | did not need the Skill to feel that he both | oathed and despi sed ne. He
made a noi se of contenpt and | ooked aside, releasing nme. | started to go:

"Far better," he said in that cavernous voice of his, "if you had gone over
the wall that night, bastard. Far better. Burrich thought | abused you. | was

only offering you a way out, as close to an honorable way as you were capabl e of
finding. Go away and die, boy, or at |east go away. You shanme your father's nane
by existing. By Eda, | do not know how you cane to exist. That a nman such as
your father could fall to such depth as Iying with something and letting you
becone is beyond ny nmnd to inmagine."

As al ways, there was that note of fanaticismin his voice as he spoke of
Chivalry, and his eyes becane al nost blank with blind idolatry for him Al nost
absent m ndedly, he turned away and wal ked of f. He reached the top of the stairs,
and then turned, very slowy. "I nust ask," he said, and the venomin his voice
was hungry with hatred. "Are you his catanmite, that he |lets you suck strength
fromhin? |Is that why he is so possessive of you?"

"Catanmite?" | repeated, not know ng the word.

He smled. It nmade his cadaverous face even nore skull-like. "Did you think |
hadn't discovered hin? Did you think you'd be free to draw on his strength for
this test? You won't. Be assured, bastard, you won't."

He turned and went down the steps, |eaving nme standing there alone on the

rooftop. | had no idea what his final words meant; but the strength of his
hatred had | eft ne sickened and weak as if it were a poison he'd put in ny

bl ood. | was reninded of the last tine all had left me on the tower roof. | felt
conpelled to walk to the edge of the tower and | ook down. This corner of the
keep did not face the sea, but there were still jagged rocks aplenty at the foot
of it. No one would survive that fall. If | could nmake a deci si on whose firmmess
| asted for one second, then |I could put nyself out of it all. And what Burrich

or Chade or anyone else mght think of it would not be able to trouble ne.
A di stant echo of a whinper.
"I'"'mcomng, Smthy," | nuttered, and turned away fromthe edge

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
The Tri al

THE MAN CEREMONY | S supposed to take place within the nmoon of a boy's
fourteenth birthday. Not all are honored with it. It requires a Man to sponsor
and nane the candidate, and He nmust find a dozen other Men who concede the boy
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is worthy and ready. Living anong the nmen-at-arns, | knew of the cerenpny, and
knew enough of its gravity and selectivity that | never expected to participate
init. For one thing, no one knew ny birth date. For another, | had no know edge
of who was a Man, let alone if twelve Men existed who would find nme worthy.

But on a certain night, nonths after I had endured Galen's test, | awdke to
find ny bed surrounded by robed and hooded figures. Wthin the dark hoods
glinmpsed the masks of the Pillars.

No one may speak or wite of the cerenpny details. This, | think, | nay say.
As each life was put into nmy hands, fish, bird, and beast, | chose to rel ease
it, not to death but back to its own free existence. So nothing died at ny
cerenony, and hence no one feasted. But even in ny state of nmind at that tine, |
felt there had been enough bl ood and death around ne to last a Lifetine, and
refused to kill with hands or teeth. My Man still chose to give nme a nanme, so He
could not have been totally displeased. The nanme is in the old tongue, which has
no letters and cannot be witten. Nor have | ever found any with whom| chose to
share the know edge of my Man nane. But its ancient neaning, | think, | can
di vul ge here. Catalyst. The Changer

I went straight to the stables, to Smthy and then to Sooty. The distress
felt at the thought of the nmorrow went frommental to physical, and I stood in

Sooty's stall, ny head | eaned against her withers, and felt queasy. Burrich
found ne there. | recognized his presence and the steady cadence of his boots as
he cane down the stable wal kway, and then he halted abruptly outside Sooty's
stall. | felt himlooking in at ne.

"Wl l. Now what?" he demanded harshly, and | heard in his voice how weary he

was of both me and ny problenms. Had | been any | ess m serable, ny pride would
have nade ne draw nyself up and decl are not hing was wrong.

Instead, | muttered into Sooty's coat, "Tomorrow Galen plans to test us."
"I know. He's demanded quite abruptly that | furnish himhorses for this
idiotic schene. | would have refused, had he not a wax signet fromthe King

giving himauthority. And no nore do | know than that he wants the horses, so
don't ask it," he added gruffly as |I |ooked up suddenly at him

"I wouldn't," | told himsullenly. |I would prove nyself fairly to Galen, or
not at all.

"You've no chance of passing this trial he's designed, do you?" Burrich's
tone was casual, but | could hear how he braced hinself to be disappointed by ny
answer .

"None," | said flatly, and we were both silent a nmonent, listening to the
finality of that word
"Well." He cleared his throat and gave his belt a hitch. "Then you'd best get

it over with and get back here, then. It's not |ike you haven't had good | uck
wi th your other schooling. A man can't expect to succeed at everything he
tries." He attenpted to nake ny failure at the Skill sound as if it were of no
consequence.

"l suppose not. WIIl you take care of Smithy for me while |I'm gone?"

"I will." He started to turn away, then turned back, alnmost reluctantly. "How
much is that dog going to mss you?"

I heard his other question, but tried to avoid it. "I don't know 1've had to
| eave him so much during these lessons, |'mafraid he won't mss me at all."

"l doubt that," Burrich said ponderously. He turned away. "I doubt that a

very great deal," he said as he wal ked off between the rows of stalls. And
knew t hat he knew, and was disgusted, not just that Smithy and | shared a bond,
but that | refused to adnmit it.

"As if admitting it were an option, with him" | muttered to Sooty. | bade mny
animals farewell, trying to convey to Smithy that several meals and nights woul d
pass before he saw nme again. He wiggled and fawned and protested that | nust
take him that | would need him He was too big to pick up and hug anynore.
sat down and he canme into ny lap and | held him He was so warm and solid, so
near and real. For a monent | felt how right he was, that I would need himto be
able to survive this failure. But | rem nded nyself that he woul d be here,
waiting for me when | returned, and | prom sed himseveral days of ny time for
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his sole benefit when | returned. | would take himon a |l ong hunt, such as we
had never had tinme for before. Now, he suggested, and soon, | prom sed. Then
went back up to the keep to pack a change of clothes and sone traveling food.

The next norning had rmuch of ponp and drama to it and very little sense, to
my way of thinking. The others to be tested seened elated. O the eight of us
that were setting out, | was the only one who seened uni npressed by the restless
horses and the eight covered litters. Galen |ined us up and blindfol ded us as
threescore or nore of people | ooked on. Most of themwere related to the
students, or friends, or the keep gossips. Galen nmade a brief speech, ostensibly
to us, but telling us what we already knew. that we were to be taken to
different locations and left; that we nust cooperate, using the Skill, in order
to nake our ways back to the keep; that if we succeeded, we woul d becone a
coterie and serve our king nmagnificently and be essential to defeating the
Red- Ship Raiders. The last bit inpressed our onlookers, for | heard nuttering
tongues as | was escorted to ny litter and assisted inside.

There passed a miserable day and a half for ne. The litter swayed, and with

no fresh air on nmy face or scenery to distract ne, | soon felt queasy fromit.
The man gui ding the horses had been sworn to silence and kept his word. W
paused briefly that night. | was given a neager neal, bread and cheese and

water, and then | was rel oaded and the jolting and swayi ng resuned.

At about mdday of the following day, the litter halted. Once nore | was
assisted in dismunting. Not a word was said, and | stood, stiff and headachy
and blindfolded in a strong wind. When | heard the horses |eaving, | decided
had reached ny destination and reached up to untie ny blindfold. Galen had
knotted it tightly and it took ne a nonent to get it off.

| stood on a grassy hillside. My escort was well on his way to a road that
wound past the base of the hill, noving swiftly. The grass was tall around ny
knees, sere fromw nter, but green at the base. | could see other grassy hills
with rocks poking out of their sides, and strips of woodl and sheltering at their
feet. | shrugged and turned to get my bearings. It was hilly country, but |
coul d scent the sea and a lowtide to the east sonewhere. | had a naggi ng sense
that the countryside was fanmiliar; not that | had been to this particular spot
before, but that the lay of the terrain was fam liar sonmehow. | turned, and to
the west saw the Sentinel. There was no mstaking the double jag of its peak.
had copi ed over for Fedwen a map | ess than a year ago, and the creator had
chosen the Sentinel's distinctive peak as a motif for the decorative border. So.
The sea over there, the Sentinel there, and with a suddenly di pping stomach, |
knew where | was. Not too far from Forge.

I found nyself quickly turning in a circle, to survey the surrounding
hill si de and woodl ands and road. No signs of anyone. | quested out, al nost
frantically, but found only birds and small game and one buck, who lifted his
head and snuffed, wondering what | was. For a nmonent | felt reassured, until |
renenbered that the Forged ones | had encountered before had been undetected by
t hat sense

I noved down the hill to where several boulders jutted out fromits side and
sat in their shelter. It was not that the wind was cold, for the day promn sed
spring soon. It was to have sonething firmy against ny back, and to feel that I
was not such an outstanding target as | had been atop the hill. | tried to think
coolly what to do next. Galen had suggested to us that we should stay quietly
where we were deposited, neditating and renai ning open in our senses. Sonetine
in the next two days, he should try to contact ne.

Not hi ng takes the heart out of a man nmore than the expectation of failure.
had no belief he would really try to contact nme, let alone that | would receive
any clear inpressions if he did. Nor did | have faith that the drop-off he had

chosen for ne was a safe location. Wthout nuch nore thought than that, | rose,
agai n surveyed the area for anyone watching me, then struck out toward the sea
smell. If | were where | supposed nyself to be, fromthe shore | should be able

to see Antler Island and, on a clear day, possibly Scrimlsle. Even one of those
woul d be enough to tell ne how far from Forge | was.

As | hiked | told nmyself | only wanted to see how long a walk I would have
back to Buckkeep. Only a fool would inmagine that the Forged ones stil
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represented any danger. Surely winter had put an end to them or left themtoo
starved and weakened to be a nmenace to anyone. | gave no credence to the tales
of them banding together as cutthroats and thieves. | wasn't afraid. | nerely
wanted to see where | was. If Galen truly wanted to contact ne, |ocation should
be no barrier. He had assured us innunerable tinmes that it was the person he
reached for, not the place. He could find ne as well on the beach as he could on

the hilltop.
By |ate afternoon, | stood atop rocky cliffs, |ooking out to sea. Antler
I sl and, and a haze that would be Scrimbeyond it. | was north of Forge. The

coast road honme would go right through the ruins of that town. It was not a
conforting thought.

So now what ?

By evening, | was back on ny hilltop, scrunched down between two of the
boul ders. | had decided it was as good a place to wait as any. Despite ny
doubts, | would stay where | had been left until the contact tinme was up. | ate
bread and salt fish and drank sparingly of ny water. My change of cl othes
i ncluded an extra cloak. | wapped nyself in this and sternly rejected al
thoughts of making a fire. However small, it would have been a beacon to anyone
on the dirt road that passed the hill.

I don't think there is anything nore cruelly tedious than unremtting
nervousness. | tried to neditate, to open nyself up to Galen's Skill, all the
whil e shivering with cold and refusing to admit that | was scared. The child in
me kept imagining dark ragged figures creeping soundlessly up the hillside
around me, Forged folk who would beat and kill me for the cloak I wore and the
food in ny bag. | had cut nyself a stick as | nmade nmy way back to ny hillside,
and | gripped it in both hands, but it seemed a poor weapon. Sonetinmes | dozed
despite ny fears, but ny dreans were always of Galen gloating over nmy failure as
Forged ones closed in on nme, and | always woke with a start, to peer wldly
about to see if ny nightmares were true.

I watched the sunrise through the trees and then dozed fitfully through
nmor ni ng. Afternoon brought me a weary sort of peace. | anused nyself by questing
out toward the wildlife on the hillside. Mce and songbirds were little nore
than bright sparks of hunger in ny mnd, and rabbits little nore, but a fox was
full of lust to find a mate and farther off a buck battered the velvet off his

antlers as purposefully as any smth at his anvil. Evening was very long. It was
surprising, just how hard it was for ne to accept, as night fell, that | had
felt nothing, not the slightest pressure of the Skill. Either he hadn't called

or | hadn't heard him | ate bread and fish in the dark and told nyself it
didn't matter. For atinme | tried to bolster nyself with anger, but ny despair
was too clammy and dark a thing for anger's flanes to overcone. | felt sure
Gal en had cheated nme, but | would never be able to prove it, not even to nyself.
I woul d al ways have to wonder if his contenpt for me had been justified. In ful
darkness, | settled ny back against a rock, nmy stick across ny knees, and
resol ved to sl eep.

My dreans were nuddl ed and sour. Regal stood over nme, and | was a child
sl eeping in straw again. He | aughed and held a knife. Verity shrugged, and
sm | ed apol ogetically at me. Chade turned aside fromne, disappointed. Mlly
smled at jade, past nme, forgetting | was there. Burrich held nme by the
shirtfront and shook nme, telling nme to behave Iike a man, not a beast. But | |ay
down on straw and an old shirt, chewing at a bone. The neat was very good, and
coul d think of nothing el se.

I was very confortable until soneone opened a stable door and left it ajar. A
nasty little wind cane creeping across the stable floor to chill ne, and
| ooked up with a growl. | snelled Burrich and ale. Burrich canme slowy through
the dark, with a nuttered, "It's all right, Smthy," as he passed ne. | put ny
head down as he began to clinb his stairs.

Suddenly there was a shout and nen falling down the stairs. They struggl ed as

they fell. | leaped to ny feet, snarling and barking. They | anded hal f atop ne.
A boot kicked at nme, and | seized the leg above it in ny teeth and cl anped ny
jaws. | caught nore boot and pant than fl esh, but he hissed in anger and pain,
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and struck at ne.

A knife went into ny side

| set my teeth harder and held on, snarling around ny mouthful. Oher dogs
had awakened and were barking, the horses were stanping in their stalls. Boy,

boy, | called for help. I felt himwith me, but he didn't come. The intruder
kicked ne, but | wouldn't let go. Burrich lay in the straw and | snelled his

bl ood. He did not nove. | snarled around the nouthful. | heard old Vixen
flinging herself against the door upstairs, trying vainly to get to her master.
Again and then again the knife plunged into ne. | cried out to ny boy a |ast
time, and then | could no longer hold on. | was flung off the kicking leg, to
strike the side of a stall. | was drowning, blood in ny nouth and nostrils.
Running feet. Pain in the dark. | hitched closer to Burrich. | pushed ny nose

under his hand. He did not nove. Voices and |light coning, coning, coning ..

I awoke on a dark hillside, gripping nmy stick so tightly ny hands were nunb.
Not for a nmonent did | think it a dream | couldn't stop feeling the knife
between ny ribs and tasting the blood in ny nmouth. Like the refrain of a ghastly
song, the nmenories cane again and again, the draft of cold air, the knife, the
boot, the taste of nmy eneny's blood in nmy nouth, and the taste of ny own. |
struggl ed to nmake sense of what Snmithy had seen. Soneone had been at the top of
Burrich's stairs, waiting for him Someone with a knife. And Burrich had fall en,
and Smithy had snelled blood ....

| stood and gathered ny things. Thin and faint was Smthy's warmlittle

presence in ny nmind. Weak, but there. | quested carefully, and then stopped when
| felt how much it cost himto acknow edge me. Still. Be still. I'mconing. |
was cold and ny knees shook beneath me, but sweat was slick on ny back. Not once
did | question what | nust do. | strode down the hill to the dirt road. It was a
little trade road, a peddlers' track, and | knewthat if | followed it, it nust
intersect eventually with the coast road. | would followit, | would find the
coast road, | would get nyself home. And if Eda favored ne, | would be in tine

to help Smithy. And Burrich

| strode, refusing to let nyself run. A steady nmarch would carry ne farther
faster than a nmad sprint through the dark. The night was clear, the trai
straight. | considered, once, that | was putting an end to any chance of proving
I could Skill. Al I had put into it, tine, effort, pain, all wasted. But there
was no way | could have sat down and waited another full day for Galen to try to
reach me. To open ny nmind to Galen's possible Skill touch, |I would have had to
clear it of Smithy's tenuous thread. | would not. Wen it was all put in the
bal ances, the Skill was far outweighed by Smthy. And Burrich

Way Burrich? | wondered. Who coul d hate himenough to anbush hin? And right
outside his own quarters. As clearly as if | were reporting to Chade, | began to
assenble ny facts. Someone who knew himwell enough to know where he |ived; that
rul ed out sone chance offense commtted in a Buckkeep Town tavern. Someone who
had brought a knife; that ruled out sonmeone who just wanted to give hima
beating. The knife had been sharp, and the wi el der had known how to use it. |
wi nced again fromthe nmenory.

Those were the facts. Cautiously, | began to build assunptions upon them
Soneone who knew Burrich's habits had a serious grievance agai nst him serious
enough to kill over. My steps slowed suddenly. Wiy hadn't Snithy been aware of

the man up there waiting? Wiy hadn't Vixen been barking through the door?
Slipping past dogs in their own territory bespoke soneone well practiced at
steal th.

Gal en.

No. | only wanted it to be Galen. | refused to |l eap to the concl usion
Physically, Galen was no match for Burrich and he knewit. Not even with a
knife, in the dark, with Burrich hal f-drunk and surprised. No. Galen m ght want
to, but he wouldn't do it. Not hinself.

Wyul d he send another? | pondered it, and decided I didn't know. Think sone
nmore. Burrich was not a patient man. Galen was the nost recent eneny he'd nade,
but not the only one. Over and over | restacked ny facts, trying to reach a
solid conclusion. But there sinply wasn't enough to build on

Eventually | came to a stream and drank sparingly: Then | wal ked again. The
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woods grew thicker, and the noon was nostly obscured by the trees lining the
road. | didn't turn back. | pushed on, until nmy trail flowed into the coast road
like a streamfeeding a river. | followed it south, and the w der hi ghway
gl eaned like silver in the noonlight.

I wal ked and pondered the night away. As the first creeping tendrils of dawn

began to put colors back into the | andscape, | felt incredibly weary, but no

|l ess driven. My worry was a burden | couldn't put down. | clutched at the thin
thread of warnth that told nme Smithy was still alive, and wondered about

Burrich. | had no way of knowi ng how badly he'd been injured. Smthy had snelled
hi s bl ood, so the knife had scored at |east once. And the fall down the
staircase? | tried to set the worry aside. | had never considered that Burrich
could be injured in such a way, let alone what | would feel about it. | could
come up with no nane for the feeling. just hollow, | thought to nyself. Holl ow.
And weary.

| ate a bit as | walked and refilled nmy water skin froma stream M dnorning
clouded up and rained on ne for a bit, only to clear as abruptly by early
afternoon. | strode on. | had expected to find sone sort of traffic on the coast
road, but saw nothing. By |ate afternoon, the coast road had veered close to the
cliffs. I could |look across a snmall cove and down onto what had been Forge. The
peaceful ness of it was chilling. No snoke rose fromthe cottages, no boats rode
in the harbor. | knew ny road would take ne right through it. | did not relish
the idea, but the warmthread of Smthy's |ife tugged ne on.

I lifted nmy head to the scuff of feet against stone. Only the refl exes of
Hod's long training saved ne. | cane about, staff at the ready, and swept around
me in a defensive circle that cracked the jaw of the one that was behind ne. The
others fell back. Three others. Al Forged, enpty as stone. The one | had struck
was rolling and yelling on the ground. No one paid himany mnd except ne. |
dealt himanother quick jolt to his back. He yelled | ouder and thrashed about.
Even in that situation, my action surprised ne. | knewit was wi se to nake sure
a di sabl ed eneny stayed disabled, but I knew | could never have kicked at a
how ing dog as | did at that man. But fighting these Forged ones was |ike
fighting ghosts. | felt no presence fromany of them | had no sense of the pain
I1'"d dealt the injured man, no echoes of his anger or fear. It was |ike slanmm ng
a door, violence without a victim as | cracked himagain, to be sure he would

not snatch at nme as | | eaped over himto a clear space in the road.

I danced ny staff around nme, keeping the others at bay. They | ooked ragged
and hungry, but | still felt they could outrun ne if |I fled. | was already
tired, and they were |like starving wolves. They'd pursue nme until | dropped. One

reached too close and | struck hima glancing blowto the wist. He dropped a
rusty fish knife and clutched his hand to his heart, shrieking over it. Again,
the other two paid no mnd to the injured one. | danced back

"What do you want?" | demanded of them

"What do you have?" one of themsaid. His voice was rusty and hesitant, as if
| ong unused, and his words | acked any inflection. He noved slowy around ne, in

a wide circle that kept nme turning. Dead nmen tal king, | thought to nyself, and
couldn't stop the thought from echoing through nmy m nd.

"Nothing," | panted, jabbing to keep one fromnoving any closer. "I don't
have anything for you. No noney, no food, nothing. | lost all ny things, back

down t he road.

"Nothing," said the other, and for the first time | realized she had been a
worman, once. Now she was this enpty mal evol ent puppet, whose dull eyes suddenly
lit with avarice as she said, "Cloak. | want your cloak."

She seened pleased to have fornulated this thought, and it nade her carel ess
enough to let ne crack her on the shin. She glanced down at the injury as if
puzzl ed, and then continued to linp after ne.

"Cl oak," echoed the other. For a nonent they glared at one another in dul
realization of their rivalry. "Me. Mne," he added.

"No. Kill you," she offered calmy. "Kill you, too," she reninded ne, and
canme close again. | swng ny staff at her, but she | eaped back, and then made a
snatch at it as it went by. | turned, just in tine to whack the one whose wi st
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I had al ready danmaged. Then | |eaped past himand raced down the road. | ran
awkwardly, holding on to ny staff with one hand as | fought the fastening of ny
cloak with the other. At last it cane undone and | let it fall fromnme as |

continued to run. The rubberiness in ny |legs warned ne that this was ny | ast
ganbit. But a few nonments later they nust have reached it, for | heard angry

cries and screans as they quarreled over it. | prayed it would be enough to
occupy all four of them and kept running. There was a bend in the road, not mnuch
but enough to take ne out of their sight. Still, | kept running, and then
trotting as long as | could before | dared to | ook back. The road shone w de and
enpty behind nme. | pushed nyself on, and when | saw a likely spot, | left the
road.

I found a savagely nasty thicket of branbles and forced ny way into the heart
of it. Shaking and exhausted, | crouched down on ny heels in the thick of the
spi ny bushes and strained ny ears for any sign of pursuit. | took short sips
fromny water and tried to calmnyself. | had no tinme for this delay; | had to
get back to Buckkeep; but | dared not energe.

It is still inconceivable to ne that | fell asleep there, but | did.

| came awake gradually. Goggy, | felt sure | was recovering froma severe
injury or long illness. My eyes were gummy, mny nmouth thick and sour. | forced ny

eyel ids open and | ooked around me in bew | dernent. The |ight was ebbing, and an
overcast defeated the noon
My exhaustion had been such that | had | eaned over into the thornbushes and

slept despite a nmultitude of jabbing prickles. | extricated nyself with much
difficulty, leaving bits of cloth, hair, and skin behind. | energed from ny

hi di ng pl ace as cautiously as any hunted aninmal, not only questing as far as ny
sense woul d reach, but also snuffing the air and peering all about me. | knew

that ny questing would not reveal to ne any Forged ones, but hoped that if any
were nearby, the forest aninmals would have seen them and reacted. But all was
qui et .

| cautiously enmerged onto the road. But it was wi de and enpty. | | ooked once
at the sky, and then set out for Forge. | stayed close to the edge of the road,
where the shadows of the trees were thickest. | tried to nove both swiftly and
silently, and did neither as well as | wanted to. | had stopped thinking of
anyt hi ng except vigilance and ny need to get back to Buckkeep. Smithy's life was
the barest tendril in nmy mind. | think the only enotion still active in me was
the fear that kept me | ooking over nmy shoul der and scanning the woods to either
side as | wal ked.

It was full dark when | arrived on the hillside overlooking Forge. For sone
time | stood | ooking down on it, seeking for any signs of life, then | forced
nmyself to wal k on. The wi nd had cone up and fitfully granted me moonlight. It
was a treacherous boon, as nuch deceiver as revealer. It nade shadows nove at
the corners of abandoned houses and cast sudden reflections that glinted Iike
knives frompuddles in the street. But no one wal ked in Forge. The harbor was
enpty of vessels, no snoke rose from any chi meys. The nornmal inhabitants had
abandoned it not long after that fateful raid, and evidently the Forged ones had
as well, once there were no nore sources of food or confort there. The town had
never really rebuilt itself after the raid, and a | ong season of wi nter storns
and tides had nearly conpl eted what the Red-Ships had begun. Only the harbor

| ooked al nost normal, save for the enpty slips. The seawalls still curved out
into the bay |like protective hands cuppi ng the docks. But there was nothing |eft
to protect.

| threaded my way through the desolation that was Forge. My skin prickled as
| crept past sagging doors on splintered franes in half burned buildings. It was
arelief to get away fromthe noldy snell of the enpty cottages and to stand on
t he wharves overl ooking the water. The road went right down to the docks and
curved al ong the cove. A shoul der of roughly worked stone had once protected the
road fromthe greedy sea, but a winter of tides and storns wi thout the
intervention of man was breaking it down. Stones were working | oose, and the
sea's driftwood battering ranms, abandoned now by the tide, cluttered the beach
bel ow. Once carts of iron ingots had been haul ed down this road, to waiting
vessel s. | wal ked al ong the seawal | and saw that what had appeared so permanent
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fromthe hill above would wi thstand perhaps one or two nbre wi nter seasons
wi t hout mai ntenance before the sea reclained it.
Overhead, stars shone intermttently through scuddi ng cl ouds. The evasive

nmoon cl oaked and reveal ed herself as well, occasionally granting nme glinpses of
the harbor. The shushing of the waves was |ike the breathing of a drugged giant.
It was a night froma dream and when | | ooked out over the water, the ghost of

a Red-Ship cut across the noonpath as it put into Forge harbor. Her hull was
| ong and sl eek, her nasts bare of canvas as she cane slipping into the harbor
The red of her hull and prow was shiny as fresh spilled blood, as if she cut
through runnel s of blood instead of salt water. In the dead town behind ne, no
one rai sed a shout of warning.

| stood like a fool, Iimed on the seawal |, shivering at the apparition,
until the creak of oars and the silver dripping of water off an oar's edge nade
t he Red- Ship real

I flung nyself flat to the causeway, then slithered off the snooth road

surface into the boulders and driftwood cluttered along the seawal|l. | could not
breathe for terror. Al ny blood was in ny head, pounding, and no air was in ny
lungs. | had to set ny head down between ny arns and close ny eyes to regain

control of nyself. By then the small sounds even a stealthy vessel nust nake
cane faint but distinct across the water to nme. A man cleared his throat, an oar
rattled in its lock, sonething heavy thudded to the deck. | waited for a shout
or command to betray that | had been seen. But there was nothing. | lifted ny
head cautiously, peering through the whitened roots of a driftwod log. Al was
still save the ship com ng closer and closer as the rowers brought her into
harbor. Her oars rose and fell in near-silent unison

Soon | could hear themtalking in a | anguage |ike ours, but so harshly spoken
I could barely get the neaning of the words. A nan sprang over the side with a
line and floundered ashore. He made the ship fast no nore than two ship | engths

away fromwhere | lay hidden anbng the boul ders and | ogs. Two ot hers sprang out,
knives in hands, and scranbled up the seawall. They ran along the road in
opposite directions, to take up positions as sentries. One was on the road
al nrost directly above ne. | made nyself small and still. | held on to Smithy in

my mind the way a child grips a beloved toy as protection agai nst nightmares. |
had to get hone to him therefore | nust not be discovered. The know edge that |
must do the first sonehow nmade the second seem nore possible.

Men scrabbl ed hastily fromthe ship. Everything about them bespoke
famliarity. | could not fathomwhy they had put in here until | saw them
unl oadi ng enpty water casks. The casks were sent hollowy rolling dow the
causeway, and | renenbered the well | had passed. The part of nmy mnd that
bel onged to Chade noted how well they knew Forge, to put in al nost exactly
opposite that well. This was not the first tine this ship had stopped here for
water. "Poison the well before you | eave," he suggested. But | had no supplies
for anything like that, and no courage to do anything except remain hidden

O hers had energed fromthe ship and were stretching their legs. | overheard
an argunment between a worman and a man. He wi shed pernmission to light a fire with
sonme of the driftwood, to roast sone neat. She forbade it, saying they had not
conme far enough, and that a fire would be too visible. So they had raided
recently, to have fresh neat, and not too far from here. She gave perm ssion for
sonething else that | did not quite understand, until | saw them unl oad two ful
kegs. Another man cane ashore with a whol e ham on his shoul der, which he dropped
with a neaty slap onto one of the upright kegs. He drew a knife and began to
carve off chunks of it while another man broached the other keg. They woul d not
be |l eaving anytine soon. And if they did light a fire, or stay until dawn, ny

| og' s shadow would be no hiding place at all. | had to get out of there.
Thr ough nests of sandfleas and squiggling piles of seaweed, under and between
| ogs and stones, | dragged ny belly through sand and pebbl ed gravel. | swear

that every root snag caught at ne, and every shifted slab of stone bl ocked ny
way. The tide had changed. The waves broke noisily against the rocks, and the
flying spray rode the wind. | was soon soaked. | tried to tine ny noverment with
the sound of the breaking waves, to hide ny snall sounds in theirs. The rocks
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were toothed with barnacles, and sand packed t he gouges they nmade in my hands
and knees. My staff becanme an incredible burden, but |I would not abandon ny only
weapon. Long after | could no | onger see or hear the raiders, | dared not stand,
but crept and huddled still fromstone to log. At last | ventured up onto the
road and crawl ed across it. Once in the shadow of a saggi ng warehouse, | stood,
huggi ng the wall, and peered about ne.

Al was silent. | dared to step out two steps onto the road, but even there,

I could see nothing of the ship or the sentries. Perhaps that neant they could
not see nme either. | took a calning breath. | quested after Smithy the way sone
men pat their pouches to be sure their coin is safe. | found him but faint and
quiet, his mind like a still pool. "I'"'mcomng," |I breathed, fearful of stirring
himto any effort. And | set forth again.

The wind was relentless, and ny salt-wet clothing clung and chafed. | was
hungry, cold, and tired. My wet shoes were a misery. But | had no thought of
stopping. | trotted like a wolf, my eyes continually shifting, ny ears keen for
any sound behind ne. One nonent the road was enpty and bl ack before nme. In the
next the darkness had turned to nmen. Two before ne, and when | spun about,
anot her behi nd me. The sl appi ng waves had covered the sound of their feet, and
t he dodgi ng noon of fered nme but glinpses of themas they closed the distance

around me. | set ny back to the solid wall of a warehouse, readied nmy staff, and
wai t ed.
| watched them come, silent and skul king. | wondered at that, for why did

they not raise a shout, why did not the whole crew cone to watch nme taken? But
these nen wat ched one another as nmuch as they watched nme. They did not hunt as a
pack, but each hoped the others would die killing nme and | eave the bounty for

t he picking. Forged ones, not raiders.

A terrible coldness welled up in ne. The | east sound of a scuffle would bring
the Raiders, | was sure. So if the Forged ones did not finish ne, the Raiders
woul d. But when all roads |lead to death, there is no point to running down any
of them | would take things as they cane. There were three of them One had a
knife. But | had a staff and was trained to use it. They were thin, ragged, and

at least as hungry as I, and as cold. One, | think, was the woman from the night
before. As they closed on nme, so silently, | guessed they were aware of the

Rai ders and feared themas nuch as | did. It was not good to consider the
desperation that would pronpt themto still attack ne. But in the next breath, |

wondered if Forged ones felt desperation or anything el se. Perhaps they were too
dulled to realize the danger.

Al of the stealthy arcane know edge Chade had given ne, all of Hod's
brutally elegant strategies for fighting two or nore opponents went to the w nd.
For as the first two stepped into ny range, | felt the tiny warnth that was
Smithy ebbing in ny grasp. "Smithy!" | whispered, a desperate plea that he
sonmehow stay with nme. | all but saw a tail tip stir in a last effort at a wag.
Then the thread snapped and the spark blinked out. | was al one.

A bl ack fl ood of strength surged through ne |like a madness. | stepped out,
thrust the end of ny staff deep into a man's face, drew it quickly back, and
continued a swing that went through the woman's |ower jaw. Plain wood sheared
the I ower half of her face away, so forceful was ny blow. | whacked her again as
she fell, and it was like hitting a netted shark with a fish bat. The third
drove into ne solidly, thinking, | suppose, to be inside ny staff's range. |
didn't care. | dropped nmy stick and grappled with him He was bony and he stank
I drove himonto his back, and his expelled breath in ny face stank of carrion
Fingers and teeth | tore at him as far from hunman as he was. They had kept ne
fromSnmithy as he was dying. | did not care what | did to himso long as it hurt
him He reciprocated. | dragged his face along the cobbles, | pushed nmy thunb
into an eye. He sank his teeth into ny wist and clawed ny cheek bl oody. And
when at | ast he ceased to fight against ny strangling grip, | dragged himto the
seawal | and threw his body down onto the rocks.

| stood panting, nmy fists still clenched. | glared toward the Raiders, daring
themto conme, but the night was still, save for the waves and wi nd and the soft
gargling of the wonman as she died. Either the Raiders had not heard, or they
were too concerned with their own stealth to investigate sounds in the night. |
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waited in the wind for soneone to care enough to come and kill ne. Nothing
stirred. An enptiness washed through ne, supplanting ny nadness. So much death
in one night, and so little significance, save to ne.

I left the other broken bodies atop the crunbling seawall for the waves and
the gulls to dispose of. | walked away fromthem | had felt nothing fromthem
when | killed them No fear, no anger, no pain, not even despair. They had been
things. And as | began ny |long wal k back to Buckkeep, | finally felt nothing
fromwithin nyself. Perhaps, | thought, Forging is a contagion and | have caught
it now | could not bring nyself to care.

Little of that journey stands out in nmy mind now | walked all the way, cold,

tired, and hungry. | encountered no nore Forged ones, and the few other
travelers | saw on that stretch of road were no nore anxious than | to speak to
a stranger. | thought only of getting back to Buckkeep.

And Burrich. | reached Buckkeep two days into the Springfest celebration. The
guards at the gate tried to stop me at first. | |ooked at them

"It's the Fitz," one gasped. "It was said you were dead."

"Shut up," barked the other. He was Gage, |ong known to ne, and he said
qui ckly, "Burrich's been hurt. He's up to the infirmary, boy."
I nodded and wal ked past them

In all ny years at Buckkeep, | had never been to the infirmary. Burrich and
no one el se had always treated nmy chil dhood illnesses and m shaps. But | knew
where it was. | wal ked unseeing through the knots and gatherings of nerrynmakers,
and suddenly felt as if | were six years old and cone to Buckkeep for the very
first tine. | had hung on to Burrich's belt. Al that |ong way from Monseye,
with his |l eg torn and bandaged. But not once had he put nme on another's horse,
or entrusted ny care to another. | pushed nyself through the people with their

bells and flowers and sweet cakes to reach the inner keep. Behind the barracks
was a separate building of whitewashed stone. There was no one there, and
wal ked unchal | enged through the antechanber and into the room beyond.

There were clean strewing herbs on the floor, and the wide windows let in a
flood of spring air and light, but the roomstill gave ne a sense of confinenent
and illness. This was not a good place for Burrich to be. Al the beds were
enpty, save one. No soldier kept to bed on Springfest days, save that they had
to. Burrich lay, eyes closed, in a splash of sunlight on a narrow cot. | had
never seen himso still. He had pushed his bl ankets aside and his chest was
swat hed in bandages. | went forward quietly and sat down on the floor beside his
bed. He was very still, but |I could feel him and the bandages noved with his
sl ow breathing. | took his hand.

"Fitz," he said, without opening his eyes. He gripped ny hand hard.

"Yes. "

"You're back. You're alive."

"I am | cane straight here, as fast as | could. Ch, Burrich, | feared you
wer e dead. "

"l thought you were dead. The others all cane back days ago." He took a
ragged breath. "O course, the bastard left horses with all the others."

"No," | reminded him not letting go of his hand. "I'mthe bastard,
remenber ?"

"Sorry." He opened his eyes. The white of his left eye was nmazed w th bl ood.
He tried to snile at ne. | could see then that the swelling on the |left side of
his face was still subsiding. "So. W look a fine pair. You should poultice that
cheek. It's festering. Looks like an aninmal scratch."

"Forged ones," | began, and could not bear to explain nore. | only said,
softly, "He set me down north of Forge, Burrich."

Anger spasned his face. "He wouldn't tell ne. Nor anyone else. | even sent a
man to Verity, to ask ny prince to make himsay what he had done with you. | got
no answer back. | should kill him"

"Let it go," | said, and neant it. "I'mback and alive. |I failed his test,

but it didn't kill me. And as you told nme, there are other things inny life."
Burrich shifted slightly in his bed. | could tell it didn't ease him "Well.
He' Il be di sappointed over that." He |l et out a shuddering breath. "I got junped.
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Soneone with a knife. | don't know who."

"How bad?"

"Not good, at ny age. A young buck like you would probably just give a shake
and go on. Still, he only got the blade into ne once. But | fell, and struck ny
head. | was fair senseless for two days. And, Fitz. Your dog. A stupid,
sensel ess thing, but he killed your dog."

"1 know. "

"He died quickly," Burrich said, as if to be a confort.

| stiffened at the-lie. "He died well," | corrected him "And if he hadn't,
you' d have had that knife in you nore than once."

Burrich grew very still. "You were there, weren't you," he said at last. It
was not a question, and there was no m staking his meaning.

"Yes," | heard mysel f saying, sinply.

"You were there, with the dog that night, instead of trying for the Skill?"
Hi s voice rose in outrage

"Burrich, it wasn't like ..."

He pulled his hand free of nmine and turned as far away fromne as he coul d.
"Leave me."

"Burrich, it wasn't Smithy. | just don't have the Skill. So let me have what
| do have, let ne be what | am | don't use this in a bad way. Even without it,
I'"mgood with animals. You' ve forced me to be. If | useit, |I can-"

"Stay out of nmy stables. And stay away fromne." He rolled back to face ne,
and to my amazenent, a single tear tracked his dark cheek. "You fail ed? No,

Fitz. | failed. I was too softhearted to beat it out of you at the first sign of
it. "Raise himwell,' Chivalry said to nme. His last conmand to ne. And | failed
him And you. If you hadn't neddled with the Wt, Fitz, you' d have been able to
learn the Skill. Galen woul d have been able to teach you. No wonder he sent you
to Forge." He paused. "Bastard or no, you could have been a fit son to Chivalry.
But you threw it all away. For what? A dog. | know what a dog can be to a man,
but you don't throw your |ife over for a-"

"Not just a dog," | cut in alnmobst harshly. "Smthy. My friend. And it wasn't

only him | gave up the wait and cane back for you. Thinking you m ght need ne.
Smithy died days ago. | knew that. But | cane back for you, thinking you m ght
need ne."

He was silent so long | thought he wasn't going to speak to ne. "You needn't
have," he said quietly. "I take care of nyself." And harsher: "You know that. |
al ways have."

"And ne," | admitted to him "And you' ve always taken care of ne."

"And small damm good that did either of us," he said slowmy. "Look what |'ve
| et you becone. Now you're just ... Go away. Just go away." He turned away from
me again, and | felt sonething go out of the man.

| stood slowy. "I'lIl nmake you a wash from Hel enal eaves for your eye. |'ll
bring it this afternoon."”

"Bring me nothing. Do ne no favors. Go your own way, and be whatever you

will. I'"mdone with you." He spoke to the wall. In his voice was no nercy for
ei ther of us.

I glanced back as | left the infirmary. Burrich had not noved, but even his
back | ooked ol der, and snaller.

That was ny return to Buckkeep. | was a different creature fromthe waif who
had left. Little fanfare was nade over ny not being dead as supposed. | made no
opportunity for anyone to do so. FromBurrich's bed, | went straight to ny room
I washed and changed ny garnments. | slept, but not well. For the rest of
Springfest, | ate at night, alone in the kitchens. | penned one note to King
Shrewd, suggesting that Raiders might regularly be using the wells at Forge. He
made no reply to ne about it, and | was glad of it. | sought no contact with
anyone.

Wth much ponp and cerenony, Galen presented his finished coterie to the
Ki ng. One other besides nyself had failed to return. It shames nme now that |
cannot recall his nanme, and if | ever knew what becane of him | have forgotten
it. Like Galen, | suppose | dism ssed himas insignificant.

Gal en spoke to ne only once the rest of that sumrer, and that was indirectly.
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We passed one another in the courtyard, not long after Springfest. He was
wal king and talking with Regal. As they passed ne he | ooked at ne over Regal's
head and said sneeringly, "More lives than a cat."

| stopped and stared at themuntil both were forced to | ook at nme. | made
Gal en neet ny eyes; then | sniled and nodded. | never confronted Gal en about his
attenpt to send ne to ny death. He never appeared to see ne after that; his eyes
woul d slide past nme, or he would exit a roomwhen | entered it.

It seenmed to ne that | had | ost everything when | lost Smithy. O perhaps in
my bitterness | set out to destroy what little was left to ne. | sul ked about
the keep for weeks, cleverly insulting anyone foolish enough to speak to ne. The
Fool avoided me. Chade didn't sunmmon me. | saw Patience thrice. The first two
times | went to answer her summons, | nmade only the barest efforts to be civil
The third time, bored by her chatter about rose cuttings, | sinply stood up and
| eft. She did not sunmmon ne agai n.

But there canme a tinme when | felt | had to reach out to sonmeone. Smthy had
left a great gap in ny life. And | had not expected that nmy exile fromthe
stabl es woul d be as devastating as it was. Chance encounters with Burrich were
incredibly awkward as we both | earned painfully to pretend not to see each
ot her.

I wanted, achingly, to go to Molly, to tell her everything that had befallen
me, all that had happened to ne since | first came to Buckkeep. | inmagined in
detail how we could sit on the beach while | tal ked, and that when | was done,
she woul d not judge me or try to offer advice, but would just take ny hand and

be still beside ne. Finally soneone would know everything, and | woul d not have
to hide anything fromher anynore. And she wouldn't turn away. | dared inagi ne
no nore beyond that. | |onged desperately, and feared with the fear known only

to a boy whose love is two years older than he is. If | took her all nmy woes,
woul d she think nme a hapless child and pity me? Wuld she hate ne for all that |
had never told her before? A dozen tinmes that thought turned ny feet away from
Buckkeep Town.

But some two nonths later, when | did venture into town, ny traitorous feet
took nme to the chandlery. | happened to have a basket with ne, and a bottle of
cherry wine init, and four or five branbly little yell ow roses, obtained at
great |oss of skin fromthe Wnen's Garden, where their fragrance overpowered
even the thyne beds. | told nyself |I had no plan. | did not have to tell her
everything about nyself. | did not even have to see her. | could decide as
went along. But in the end all decisions had already been nade, and they had
nothing to do with ne.

| arrived just Intime to see Mlly leaving on jade's arm Their heads were
cl ose together, and she | eaned on his armas they spoke in soft voices. Qutside
the door of the chandlery, he stooped to |look into her face. She lifted her eyes
to his. Wen the man reached a hesitant hand to gently touch her cheek, Mlly
was suddenly a woman, one | did not know. The two-year age difference between us
was a vast gulf | could never hope to bridge. | stepped around the corner before
she could see ne and turned aside, ny face down. They passed ne as if | were a
tree or a stone. Her head | eaned on his shoul der, and they wal ked slowy. It
took forever for themto be out of sight.

That night | got drunker than | had ever been, and awoke the next day in sone
bushes hal fway up the keep road.

CHAPTER ElI GHTEEN
Assassi nati ons

CHADE FALLSTAR, A PERSONAL advi ser to King Shrewd, nmade an extensive study of
Forging during the period just preceding the Red-Ship wars. Fromhis tablets, we
have the following. "Netta, the daughter of the fisherman GI1 and the farmer
Ryda, was taken alive fromher village Goodwater on the seventeenth day after
Springfest. She was Forged by the Red-Ship Raiders and returned to her village
three days later. Her father was killed in the sane raid, and her nother, having
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five younger children, was little able to deal with Netta. She was, at the tine
of her Forging, fourteen sumers old. She canme into ny possessi on sone Six
mont hs after her Forging.

"When first brought to nme, she was dirty, ragged, and greatly weakened due to
starvation and exposure. At mny direction, she was washed, clothed, and housed in

chanmbers convenient to my own. | proceeded with her as | might have with a wild
animal. Each day | brought her food with my own hands and stayed by her while
she ate. | sawto it that her chanbers were kept warm her beddi ng clean, and

that she was provided with the anenities a wonan m ght expect: water for

washi ng, brushes and conbs, and all that is needful to a woman. In addition, |
saw to it that she was furnished with sundry supplies for needl ework, for | had
di scovered that prior to Forging, she had had a great fondness for doing such
fancywork and had created several artful pieces. My inttention in all this was
to se if, under gentle circunstances, a Forged one mght not return to a

senbl ance of the person she had fornerly been

"Even a wild animal night have beconme a little tamer under these
circunstances. But to all things Netta reacted with indifference. She had | ost
not only the habits of a woman, but even the good sense of an aninmal. She woul d
eat to satiation, with her hands, and then let fall to the floor whatever was
excess, to be trodden underfoot. She did not wash, nor care for herself in any
way. Even nost animals soil only one area of their dens, but as for Netta, she
was |ike a nouse that |ets her droppings fall everywhere, with no care for
beddi ng.

"She was able to speak, in a sensible way, if she chose to or wanted sone
item badly enough. When she spoke by her own choice, it was usually to accuse ne
of stealing fromher, or to utter threats against nme if | did not imrediately
give her some item she had deci ded she wanted. Her habitual attitude toward ne
was suspicious and hateful. She ignored ny attenpts at nornal conversation, but
by wi thholding food fromher, | was able to elicit answers in exchange for food.
She had clear menmory of her family, but had no interest in what had become of
them Rather she answered those questions as if answering questions about
yesterday's weather. O her Forging tinme, she said only that they had been held
in the belly of a ship, and that there had been little food and only enough
water to go around. She had been fed nothing unusual that she recalled, nor had
she been touched in any way that she renenbered. Thus she could furnish to me no
clue as to the nmechanismof Forging itself. This was a great disappointnent to
me, for | had hoped that by |earning how a thing was done, a man coul d di scover
how to undo it.

"l endeavored to bring human behavi or back to her by reasoning with her, but
to no avail. She appeared to understand ny words, but would not act on them
Even when given two | oaves of bread and warned that she nust save one for the
morrow or go hungry, she would | et her second |oaf fall to the floor, tread upon
it, and on the norrow eat her own dropped |eavings, careless of what dirt clung
to them She evinced no interest in her needlework or in any other pastine, not
even the bright toys of a child. If not eating or sleeping, she was content
merely to sit or lie, her mind as idle as her body. Ofered sweets or pastries,
she woul d indul ge until she vomted, and then eat nore.

"I treated her with sundry elixirs and herbal teas. | fasted her, | steaned
her, | purged her body. Hot and col d dousings had no effect other than to make
her angry. | caused her to sleep a full day and a night, to no change. | so
charged her with elfbark that she could not sleep for two nights, but this only
made her irritable. | spoiled her with kindnesses for a tinme, but as when |
treated her with the harshest restrictions, it made no difference to her, or in
how she regarded nme. If hungry, she would nmake courtesies and snile pleasantly
when conmmanded to, but as soon as food was furnished her, all further commuands
and requests were ignored.

"She was viciously jealous of territory and possessions. Mre than once she
attenpted to attack me, for no nore reason than that | had ventured too close to
food she was eating, and once because she suddenly deci ded she wi shed to have a
ring | was wearing. She regularly killed the nice her untidiness attracted,
shatching themup with amazing swiftness and dashi ng them against the wall. A
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cat that once ventured into her chanmbers net with a sinilar fate.

"She seened to have little sense of the tine that had passed since her
Forging. She could give good account of her earlier life, if commanded when
hungry, but of the days since her Forging, all was as one long “yesterday' to
her .

"From Netta, | could not learn if sonething had been added to her or taken
away to Forge her. | did not knowif it was a thing consumed or snelled or heard
or seen. | did not knowif it was even the work of a nman's hand and art, or the
work of a sea denobn such as sonme Farl anders claimto have power upon. From al ong
and weary experinent, | |earned not hing.

"To Netta | gave a triple sleeping draft one evening with her water. | had
her body bathed, her hair groonmed, and sent her back to her village to be
decently buried. At least one famly could put finis to a tale of Forging. Most
ot hers must wonder, for nonths and years, what has becone of the one they once
hel d dear. Most are better off not knowi ng." There were, at that tine, over one
t housand soul s known to have been Forged.

Burrich had nmeant what he said. He had nothing nore to do with me. | was no
| onger wel cone down at the stables and kennels. Cob especially took savage
pl easure in this. Although he was often gone with Regal, when he was about the
stabl es he would often step to block ny entry. "Allow me to bring you your
horse, master," he would say obsequi ously. "The stabl emaster prefers that groons
handl e animals within the stables." And so | nust stand, |ike sonme inconpetent
lordling, while Sooty was saddl ed and brought for ne. Cob hinmself nucked her
stall and brought her feed and grooned her, and it ate at ne |like acid to see
how qui ckly she wel comed hi m back. She was only a horse, | told nyself, and not
to be blaned. But it was one nore abandonnent.

I had too nuch time, suddenly. Mbrnings had al ways been spent working for

Burrich. Now they were mne. Hod was busy training green nen for defense. | was
wel cone to drill with them but it was all |lessons | had | earned | ong ago.
Fedwren was gone for the summer, as he was every sumer. | could not think of a

way to apol ogize to Patience, and | did not even think about Mdlly. Even ny
forays to the taverns in Buckkeep had becone solitary ones. Kerry had
apprenticed to a puppeteer; and Dirk gone for a sailor. | was idle and al one.

It was a sumrer of misery, and not just for ne. Wile | was lonely and bitter
and outgrowing all ny clothes, while | snapped and snarled at any foolish enough
to speak to me and drank nyself insensible several tinmes a week, | was stil
aware of how the Six Duchies were racked. The Red-Ship Rai ders, bol der than ever
before, harried our coastline. This sumer, in addition to threats, they finally
began to make demands. Grain, cattle, the right to take whatever they w shed
fromour seaports, the right to beach their boats and live off our |ands and
people for the sumrer, their choice of our folk for slaves ... each demand was
nmore intolerable than the last, and the only thing nore intol erable than the
demands were the Forgings that foll owed each refusal by the King.

Conmon fol k were abandoni ng the seaport and waterfront towns. One coul d not
blane them but it left our coastline even nore vul nerable. Mre soldiers were
hired, and nore, and so the levies were raised to pay them and fol k grunbl ed
under the burden of the taxes and their fear of the Red-Ship Raiders. Even
stranger were the Qutislanders who cane to our shore in their fanmily ships,
their raiding vessels left behind, to beg asylum of our people, and to tell wld
tales of chaos and tyranny in the Qut |slands, where the Red-Ships now rul ed
conpl etely. They were a m xed bl essing, perhaps. They were cheaply hired as
sol diers, though fewreally trusted them But at |east their tales of the Qut
I sl ands under Red- Ship domnination were harrowi ng enough to keep anyone from
thinking of giving in to the Raiders' demands.

About a nonth after my return, Chade opened his door to ne. | was sullen over
his neglect of ne and went nore slowy up his stairs than ever | had before. But
when | got there, he |ooked up fromcrushing seeds with a pestle with a face

full of weariness. "I amglad to see you," he said, with nothing of gladness in
hi s voi ce.
"That's why you were so swift to wel cone me back,"” | observed sourly:
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He stopped his grinding. "I'"msorry. | thought perhaps you would need a tine
al one, to recover yourself." He |ooked back to his seeds. "It has not been an
easy winter and spring for ne, either. Shall we try to put the tine behind us,
and go on?"

It was a gentle, reasonable suggestion. | knewit was' w se.

"Have | any choice?" | asked sarcastically.

Chade finished grinding his seed. He scraped it into a finely woven sieve and
put it over a cup to drip. "No," he said at last, as if he had considered it
well. "No, you don't, and neither do I. In many things, we have no choice." He
| ooked at nme, his eyes running up and down ne, and then poked at his seed again.
"You," he said, "will stop drinking anything but water or tea for the rest of
the summer. Your sweat stinks of wine. And for one so young, your nuscles are
lax. Awinter of Galen's neditations has done your body no good at all. See that
you exercise it. Take it upon yourself, as of today, to clinb to Verity's tower
four tinmes a day. You will take himfood, and the teas | will show you how to
prepare. You will never show hima sullen face, but will always be cheerful and
friendly. Perhaps a while of waiting on Verity will convince you that | have had
reasons for ny attention not being centered on you. That is what you will do
each day you are at Buckkeep. There will be some days when you will be
fulfilling other assignnments for ne.

It had not taken many words from Chade to awaken shane in nyself. My
perception of nmy life crashed fromhigh tragedy to juvenile self-pity in a

matter of noments. "I have been idle," | admitted.
"You have been stupid," Chade agreed. "You had a nonth in which to take
charge of your own life. You behaved like ... a spoiled brat. | have no wonder

that Burrich is disgusted with you."

I had | ong ago stopped being surprised at what Chade knew. But this tine |
was sure he did not know the real reason, and | had no desire to share it with
hi m

"Have you di scovered yet who tried to kill hinP"

"I haven't ... tried, really."
Now Chade | ooked di sgusted, and then puzzled. "Boy, you are not yourself at
all. Six nonths ago you would have torn the stables apart to know such a secret.

Si x nonths ago, given a nonth's holiday, you would have filled each day. Wat
troubl es you?"

I | ooked down, feeling the truth of his words. | wanted to tell him
everything that had befallen nme; | wanted not to say a word of it to anyone.
"Il tell you all | do know of the attack on Burrich." And | did.

"And the one who saw all this," he asked when | had finished. "Did he know
the man who attacked Burrich?"

"He didn't get a good look at him" | hedged. Useless to tell Chade that |
knew exactly how he snelled, but had only a vague visual inage.

Chade was quiet for a nonent. "Well, as nmuch as you can, keep an ear to the
earth. | should like to know who has grown so brave as to kill the King's
stabl emaster in his own stable."

"Then you do not think it was just sone personal quarrel of Burrich's?"
asked carefully.

"Perhaps it was. But we will not junp to conclusions. To nme, it has the fee
of a ganbit. Someone is building to sonething, but has mssed their first block

To our advantage, | hope."

"Can you tell nme why you think so?"

"I could, but I will not. I want to | eave your nmind free to find its own
assunptions, independent of mne. Now cone. | will show you the teas."

I was nore than a bit hurt that he asked nme nothing about nmy tine with Gal en
or ny test. He seened to accept ny failure as a thing expected. But as he showed
me the ingredients he had chosen for Verity's teas, | was horrified by the
strength of the stinulants he was using.

I had seen little of ny Verity, though Regal had been only too nuch in
evi dence. He had spent the |ast nonth com ng and going. He was al ways j ust
returning, or just |eaving, and each caval cade seened richer and nore ornate
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than the one before. It seened to ne he was using the excuse of his brother's
courting to feather hinself nore brightly than any peacock. Common opini on was
that he nust go so, to inpress those he negotiated with. For nyself, | saw it as
a waste of coin that could have gone to defenses. Wen Regal was gone, | felt
relief, for his antagonismtoward me had taken a recent bound, and he had found
sundry small ways to express it.

The brief tinmes when | had seen Verity or the King, they had both | ooked
harassed and worn. But Verity especially had seened al nost stunned. |npassive
and distracted, he had noticed me only once, and then sniled wearily and said
had grown. That had been the extent of our conversation. But | had noticed that
he ate like an invalid, wthout appetite, eschewi ng neat and bread as if they
were too great of an effort to chew and swall ow and i nstead subsisting on
porridges and soups.

"He is using the Skill too much. That nuch Shrewd has told me. But why it
shoul d drain himso, why it should burn the very flesh fromhis bones, he cannot
explain to me. So | give himtonics and elixirs, and try to get himto rest. But
he cannot. He dares not, he says. He tells nme that only all his efforts are
sufficient to delude the Red-Ship navigators, to send their ships onto the
rocks, to discourage their captains. And so he rises frombed, and goes to his
chair by a window, and there he sits, all the day."

"And Galen's coterie? Are they of no use to hin?" | asked the question al nost
jeal ously, alnobst hoping to hear they were of no consequence.
Chade sighed. "I think he uses themas | would use carrier pigeons. He has

sent themout to the towers, and he uses themto convey warnings to his
soldiers, and to receive fromthem sightings of ships. But the task of defending
the coast he trusts to no one else. Ohers, he tells ne, would be too

i nexperienced; they m ght betray thenselves to those they Skilled. | do not
understand. But | know he cannot continue much longer. | pray for the end of
summer, for winter stornms to bl ow the Red-Ships home. Wuld there was soneone to
spell himat this work. | fear it will consume him"

I took that as a rebuke for ny failure and subsided into a sulky silence. |
drifted around his chanbers, finding themboth faniliar and strange after ny
mont hs of absence. The apparatus for his herbal work was, as always, cluttered
about. Slink was very nuch in evidence, with his snelly bits of bones in
corners. As always, there was an assortnent of tablets and scrolls by various
chairs. This crop seened to deal nostly with Elderlings. | wandered about,
intrigued by the colored illustrations. One tablet, older and nore el aborate
than the rest, depicted an Elderling as a sort of gilded bird with a nmanlike
head crowned with quillish hair. | began to piece out the words. It was in
Pi che, an ancient native tongue of Chal ced, the southernnost Duchy. Many of the
pai nted synbols had faded or flaked away fromthe old wood, and | had never been
fluent in Piche. Chade canme to stand at ny el bow.

"You know," he said gently, "it was not easy for me, but | kept ny word.

Gal en demanded conpl ete control of his students. He expressly stipulated that no
one night contact you or interfere in any way with your discipline and

instruction. And, as | told you, in the Queen's Garden, | amblind and w thout
i nfluence."

"I knew that," | muttered.

"Yet | did not disagree with Burrich's actions. Only ny word to ny king kept
me fromcontacting you." He paused cautiously. "It has been a difficult tine, |

know. | wish | could have hel ped you. And you should not feel too badly that you

"Failed." | filled in the word while he searched for a gentler one. | sighed,
and suddenly admitted ny pain. "Let's leave it, Chade. | can't change it."

"I know." Then, even nore carefully: "But perhaps we can use what you | earned
of the Skill. If you can help ne understand it, perhaps | can devise better ways

to spare Verity. For so nany years the know edge has been kept too secret
there is scarcely a nention of it in the old scrolls, save to say that such and

such a battle was turned by the King's Skill upon his soldiers, or such and such
an eneny was confounded by the King's Skill. Yet there is nothing of howit is
done, or-"
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Despair closed its grip on ne again. "Leave it. It is not for bastards to
know. | think I've proved that."

A silence fell between us. At |ast Chade sighed heavily. "Well. That's as may
be. I've been looking into Forging as well, over these |last few nonths. But al
I"ve learned of it is what it is not, and what does not work to change it. The
only cure |I've found for it is the ol dest one known to work on anything."

I rolled and fastened the scroll | had been |ooking at, feeling | knew what
was coning. | was not m staken.

"The King has charged ne with an assignnent for you."

That summer, over three nonths, | killed seventeen tines for the King. Had

not already killed, out of my own volition and defense, it m ght have been
har der .
The assignnments m ght have seened sinple. Mg, a horse, and panniers of

poi soned bread. | rode roads where travel ers had reported being attacked, and
when the Forged ones attacked ne, | fled, leaving a trail of spilled | oaves.
Perhaps if | had been an ordinary man-at-arnms, | would have been | ess

frightened. But all nmy life | had been accustoned to relying on my Wt to let ne
know when others were about. To nme, it was tantanount to having to work without
using my eyes. And | swiftly found out that not all Forged ones had been

cobbl ers and weavers. The second little clan of themthat | poisoned had severa
sol diers anong them | was fortunate that nost of them were squabbling over

| oaves when | was dragged fromny horse. | took a deep cut froma knife, and to
this day | bear the scar on ny left shoulder. They were strong and conpetent,
and seenmed to fight as a unit, perhaps because that was how they had been
drilled, back when they were fully human. | would have died, except that | cried
out to themthat it was foolish to struggle with me while the others were eating
all the bread. They dropped nme, | struggled to ny horse, and escaped.

The poi sons were no crueler than they had to be, but to be effective even in
the smal | est dosage, we had to use harsh ones. The Forged ones did not die
gently, but it was as swift a death as Chade coul d concoct. They snatched their
deaths fromme eagerly, and | did not have to witness their frothing
convul sions, or even see their bodies by the road. Wen news of the fallen
Forged ones reached Buckkeep, Chade's tale that they had probably died from
eating spoiled fish from spawning streans had al ready spread as a ubi quitous
runor. Relatives collected the bodi es and gave them proper burial. | told nyself
they were probably relieved, and that the Forged ones had net a quicker end than
if they had starved to death over winter. And so | becanme accustoned to killing,
and had nearly a score of deaths to nmy credit before | had to neet the eyes of a
man, and then kill him

That one, too, was not so difficult as it m ght have been. He was a m nor
| ordling, holding | ands outside of Turlake. A story reached Buckkeep that he
had, in a tenper, struck the child of a servant, and left the girl a witling.
That was sufficient to raise King Shrewd's |ip. The lordling had paid the ful
bl ood debt, and by accepting it, the servant had given up any formof the King's
justice. But sone nonths later there cane to court a cousin of the girl's, and
she petitioned for private audi ence with Shrewd.

I was sent to confirmher tale and saw how the girl was kept |ike a dog at
the foot of the lordling's chair, and nore, how her belly had begun to swell
with child. And so it was not too difficult, as he offered me wine in fine
crystal and begged the |l atest news of the King's court at Buckkeep, for nme to
find atime tolift his glass to the |ight and praise the quality of both vesse
and wine. | left sone days later, ny errand conpleted, with the sanples of paper
I had prom sed Fedwen, and the conveyed wi shes of the lordling for a good trip
hone. The lordling was indisposed that day. He died, in blood and nmadness and
froth, a nonth or so later. The cousin took in both girl and child. To this day,
I have no regrets, for the deed or for the choice of slow death for him

And when | was not dealing death to Forged ones, | waited on ny lord Prince
Verity. | renmenber the first time | clinbed all those stairs to his tower,
bal ancing a tray as | went. | had expected a guard or sentry at the top. There
was none. | tapped at the door, and receiving no answer, entered quietly. Verity
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was sitting in a chair by a window A sumrer wind off the ocean blew into the
room It could have been a pl easant chanber, full of light and air on a stuffy
sunmer day. Instead it seened to ne a cell. There was the chair by the w ndow,
and a small table next to it. In the corners and around the edges of the room
the floor was dusty and littered with bits of old strewing reeds. And Verity,
chin slunped to his chest as if dozing, except that to ny senses the room
thrummed with his effort. His hair was unkenpt, his chin bewhi skered with a
day's growth. H s clothing hung on him

| pushed the door shut with ny foot and took the tray to the table. | set it
down and stood beside it, quietly waiting. And in a few ninutes he cane back
from wherever he had been. He | ooked up at me with a ghost of his old smle, and
then down at his tray. "Wat's this?"

"Breakfast, sir. Everyone el se ate hours ago, save yourself."

"I ate, boy. Early this norning. Some awful fish soup. The cooks should be
hanged for that. No one should face fish first thing in the norning." He seened

uncertain, like some doddering gaffer trying to recall the days of his youth.

"That was yesterday, sir." | uncovered the plates. Warm bread swirled with
honey and raisins, cold neats, a dish of strawberries, and a snmall pot of cream
for them Al were snmall portions, alnbpst a child' s serving. | poured the

steaning tea into a waiting nug. It was flavored heavily with ginger and
peppermint, to cover the ground el fbark's tang.

Verity glanced at it and then up to ne. "Chade never relents, does he?"
Spoken so casually, as if Chade's nane were nentioned every day about the keep

"You need to eat, if you are to continue," | said neutrally.

"l suppose,” he said wearily, and turned to the tray as if the artfully
arranged food were yet another duty to attend. He ate with no relish for the
food, and drank the tea in a nmanful draft, as a nedicine, undeceived by ginger
or mint. Hal fway through the nmeal he paused with a sigh and gazed out the wi ndow
for a bit. Then, seening to come back again, he forced hinmself to consune each
itemconpletely. He pushed the tray aside and | eaned back in the chair as if

exhausted. | stared. |I. had prepared the tea nyself. That nuch el fbark would
have had Sooty | eapi ng over the stall walls.
"My prince?" | said, and when he did not stir, | touched his shoul der

lightly. "Verity? Are you all right?"
"Verity," he repeated as in a daze. "Yes. And | prefer that to “sir' or "ny

prince' or "ny lord.' This is ny father's ganbit, to send you. Well. | may
surprise himyet. But, yes, call me Verity. And tell them| ate. hedient as
ever, | ate. Go on, now, boy. | have work to do."

He seened to roust himself with an effort, and once nore his gaze went afar
| stacked the dishes as quietly as | could atop the tray and headed toward the

door. But as | lifted the latch, he spoke again.
" Boy?"
"Sir?"
"Ah-ah!" he warned ne.
"Verity?"

"Leon is in ny roons, boy. Take himout for nme, will you? He pines. There is
no sense in the both of us shriveling like this."

"Yes, sir. Verity."

And so the old hound, past his prime now, cane to be in ny care. Each day |
took himfromVerity's room and we hunted the back hills and cliffs and the
beaches for wolves that had not run there in a score of years. As Chade had
suspected, | was badly out of condition, and at first it was all | could do to
keep up even with the old hound. But as the days went by we regai ned our tone,
and Leon even caught a rabbit or two for me. Now that | was exiled from
Burrich's domain, | did not scruple to use the Wt whenever | wi shed. But as
had di scovered |ong ago, | could comunicate with Leon, but there was no bond.
He did not always heed nme, nor even believe ne all the time. Had he been but a
pup, | amsure we could have bonded to one another. But he was old, and his
heart given forever to Verity. The Wt was not dom nion over beasts, but only a
glinmpse into their lives.

And thrice a day | clinbed the steeply winding steps, to coax Verity to eat,
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and to a few words of conversation. Sone days it was |ike speaking to a child or
a doddering oldster. On others, he asked after Leon and quizzed nme about matters
down in Buckkeep Town. Sonetinmes | was absent for days on ny other assignnents.
Usual | y, he seened not to have noticed, but once, after the foray in which I
took ny knife wound, he watched ne awkwardly | oad his enpty dishes onto the
tray. "How they nust laugh in their beards, if they knew we slay our own."

I froze, wondering what answer to nake to that, for as far as | knew, ny
tasks were known only to Shrewd and Chade. But Verity's eyes had gone afar
again, and | left silently.

Wthout intending to, | began to nmake changes around him One day, while he
was eating, | swept the room and |ater that evening, brought up in a separate
trip a sackful of strewing reeds and herbs. | had worried that | mght be a
distraction to him but Chade had taught me to nove quietly. | worked w thout
speaking to him and as for Verity, he acknow edged neither nmy com ng nor going.
But the roomwas freshened, and the ververia blossons mxed in with the strew ng
herbs were an enlivening scent. Conming in once, | discovered himdozing in his
har d- backed chair. | brought up cushions, which he ignored for several days, and
then one day had arranged to his liking. The roomremai ned bare, but | sensed he
needed it so, to preserve his single-mndedness. So what | brought himwere the
barest itens of confort, no tapestries or wall hangings, no vases of flowers or
tinkling wind chinmes, but flowering rhynes in pots to ease the headaches that
pl agued him and on one storny day, a blanket against the rain and chill from
t he open w ndow.

On that day | found himsleeping in his chair, Iinp as a dead thing. | tucked
the bl anket around himas if he were an invalid, and set the tray before him
but left it covered, to keep the good heat in the food. | sat down on the floor
next to his chair, propped agai nst one of his discarded cushions, and |istened
to the silence of the room It seened al nost peaceful today, despite the driving
sunmer rain outside the open window, and the gale wind that gusted in fromtine
to tinme. | nust have dozed, for | woke to his hand on ny hair.

"Do they tell you to watch over ne so, boy, even when | sleep? Wiat do they
fear, then?"

"Naught that | know, Verity. They tell ne only to bring you food, and see as
best | can that you eat it. No nore than that."

"And bl ankets and cushi ons, and pots of sweet flowers?"

"My own doing, nmy prince. No man should live in such a desert as this." And
in that nonent | realized we were not speaking aloud, and sat bolt upright and
| ooked at him

Verity, too, seened to cone to hinself. He shifted in his confortless chair.
"I bless this storm that lets nme rest. | hid it fromthree of their ships,
per suadi ng those who | ooked to the sky that it was no nore than a summer squal |
Now they ply their oars and peer through the rain, trying to keep their courses.

And | can snatch a few nonents of honest sleep." He paused. "I ask your pardon,
boy. Sonetines, now, the Skilling seens nore natural than speaking. | did not
mean to intrude on you."

"No matter, ny prince. | was but startled. |I cannot Skill nyself, except
weakly and erratically. | do not know how | opened to you."

"Verity, boy, not your prince. No one's prince sits still in a sweaty shirt,

with two days of beard. But what is this nonsense? Surely it was arranged for
you to learn the Skill? | renmenber well how Patience's tongue battered away ny
father's resolve." He permtted hinself a weary snile.

"Galen tried to teach ne, but | had not the aptitude. Wth bastards, | am
told it is often-"

"Wait," he growed, and in an instant was within nmy mnd. "This is faster,"”
he of fered, by way of apology, and then, nuttering to hinmself, "What is this
that clouds you so? Ah!" and was gone again fromny mnd, and all as deft and
easy as Burrich taking a tick off a hound's ear. He sat long, quiet, and so did

I, wonderi ng.
"I amstrong init, as was your father. Galen is not."
"Then how did he becone Skillmster?" | asked quietly. | wondered if Verity
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was saying this only to sonehow nake ne feel ny failure |ess

Verity paused as if skirting a delicate subject. "Galen was Queen Desire's

pet. A favorite. The Queen enphatically suggested Gal en as apprentice to

Solicity. Often | think our old Skillmaster was desperate when she took him as
apprentice. Solicity knew she was dying, you see. | believe she acted in haste,
and toward the end, regretted her decision. And | do not think he had half the
training he should have had before becoming "naster.' But there he is; he is
what we have."

Verity cleared his throat and | ooked unconfortable. "I will speak as plainly
as | can, boy, for | see that you know how to hold your tongue when it is wi se.
Gal en was given that place as a plum not because he nerited it. | do not think

he has ever fully grasped what it neans to be the Skillmaster. Oh, he knows the
position carries power, and he has not scrupled to wield it. But Solicity was
nmore than soneone who swaggered about secure in a high position. Solicity was
advi ser to Bounty, and a |link between the King and all who Skilled for him She
made it her business to seek out and teach as nany as nanifested real talent and
the judgment to use it well. This coterie is the first group Gal en has trained
since Chivalry and | were boys. And | do not find themwell taught. No, they are
trai ned, as nonkeys and parrots are taught to mimc nen, with no understandi ng
of what they do. But they are what | have." Verity | ooked out the w ndow and
spoke softly. "Galen has no finesse. He is as coarse as his nother was, and just
as presunptuous.” Verity paused suddenly, and his cheeks flushed as if he had

said something ill considered. He resuned nore quietly. "The Skill is Iike

| anguage, boy. | need not shout at you to let you know what | want. | can ask
politely, or hint, or let you know ny wish with a nod and a smile. | can Skill a
man, and |leave himthinking it was all his own idea to please ne. But all that

el udes Galen, both in the use of the Skill and the teaching of it. He uses force

to batter his way in. Privation and pain are one way to | ower a man's defenses;
it is the only way Galen believes in. But Solicity used guile. She would have ne
watch a kite, or a bit of dust floating in a sunbeam focusing on it as if there
were nothing else in the world. And suddenly there she would be, inside nmy mind
with nme, smiling and praising nme. She taught ne that being open was sinply not
bei ng cl osed. And going into another's mind is nostly done by being willing to
go outside of your own. Do you see, boy?"

"Somewhat ," | hedged.

"Somewhat . " He sighed. "I could teach you to Skill, had | but the tinme. | do
not. But tell me this-were your |essons going well, before he tested you?"

"No. | never had any aptitude ... wait! That's not true! What am | saying,

what have | been thinking?" Though | was sitting, | swayed suddenly, my head

boundi ng off the armof Verity's chair. He reached out a hand and steadi ed ne.
"I was too swift, | suppose. Steady now, boy. Soneone had m sted you

Bef uddl ed you, nuch as | do Red-Ship navigators and steersnen. Convince them

they've taken a sighting already and their course is true when really they are

steering into a cross current. Convince themthey've passed a point they haven't

sighted yet. Someone convinced you that you could not Skill."

"Galen." | spoke with certainty. | alnost knew the nonent. He had sl amred
into me that afternoon, and fromthat time nothing had been the sanme. | had been
living in a fog, all those nonths ....

"Probably. Though if you Skilled into himat all, |I'msure you've seen what

Chivalry did to him He hated your father with a passion, prior to Chiv turning
himinto a | apdog. W felt badly about it. W'd have undone it, if we could have
figured out howto do it, and escape Solicity's detection. But Chiv was strong
with the Skill, and we were all but boys then, and Chiv was angry when he did
it. Over sonething Galen had done to nme, ironically. Even when Chivalry was not
angry, being Skilled by himwas |ike being tranpled by a horse. O ducked in a
fast-flowing river, nore like. He'd get in a hurry, and barge into you and dunp
his information and flee." He paused again and reached to uncover a dish of soup
on his tray. "I guess |I've always assuned you knew all this. Though |I'm damed
if there's any way you coul d have. Who woul d have told you?"

| seized on one piece of information. "You could teach ne to Skill?"

"I'f I had tinme. A great deal of tine. You're alot Iike Chiv and | were, when
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we | earned. Erratic. Strong, but with no idea howto bring that strength to
bear. And Galen has ... well, scarred you, | suppose. You've walls | can't begin
to penetrate, and | amstrong. You'd have to learn to drop them That's a hard
thing. But | could teach you, yes. If you and | had a year, and nothing else to
do." He pushed the soup aside. "But we don't."

My hopes crashed again. This second wave of disappointnment engul fed ne,
grinding ne agai nst stones of frustration. My nenories all reordered thensel ves,
and in a surge of anger, | knew all that had been done to ne. Were it not for
Smithy, |1'd have dashed ny life out at the base of the tower that night. Gal en
had tried to kill ne, just as surely as if he'd had a knife. No one woul d even
have known of how he'd beaten nme, save his loyal coterie. And while he'd fail ed
at that, he had taken fromne the chance to learn Skilling. He'd crippled ne,
and | would ... | leaped to ny feet, furious.

"Whoa. Be slow and careful. You have a grievance, but we cannot have discord
within the keep itself right now Carry it with you until you can settle it
quietly, for the King's sake." | bowed ny head to the wi sdom of his counsel. He
lifted the cover froma snmall roast fow, dropped it again. "Wiy would you want
to learn this Skill anyway? It's a mserable thing. No fit occupation for a
man. "

"To help you," | said without thinking, and then found it true. Once it would
have been to prove nyself a true and fit son to Chivalry, to inpress Burrich or
Chade, to increase ny standing in the keep. Now, after watching what Verity did,
day after day, with no praise or acknow edgnent from his subjects, | found
only wanted to help him

"To help ne," he repeated. The storm wi nds were sl ackening. Wth exhausted

resignation, he lifted his eyes to the window "Take the food away, boy. |'ve no
time for it now"

"But you need strength," | protested. Guiltily, |I knew he had taken tinme with
me that he should have taken for food and sl eep

"I know. But | have no tinme. Eating takes energy. Odd to realize that. | have

none extra to give to that just now." H s eyes were questing afar now, staring
through the sheeting rain that was just beginning to slacken

"I'"d give you ny strength, Verity. If | could."

He | ooked at ne oddly. "Are you sure? Very sure?"

I could not understand the intensity of his question, but | knew the answer.
"OF course | would." And nore quietly: "I ama king's man." "And of ny own
bl ood," he affirned. He sighed. For a nonent he | ooked sickened. He | ooked again
at the food, and again out the window. "There is just tine," he whispered. "And
it mght be enough. Damation to you, Father. Mist you al ways wi n? Cone here,
then, boy."

There was an intensity to his words that frightened nme, but | obeyed. Wen
stood by his chair, he reached out a hand. He placed it on ny shoulder, as if he
needed assi stance to rise.

I looked up at himfromthe floor. There was a pillow under ny head, and the
bl anket | had brought up earlier had been tossed over ne. Verity stood, |eaning
out the window. He was shaking with effort, and the Skill he exerted was |ike
battering waves | could alnpost feel. "Onto the rocks," he said with deep
satisfaction, and whirled fromthe wi ndow. He grinned at nme, an old fierce grin,
that faded slowy as he | ooked down on ne.

"Like a calf to the slaughter,"” he said ruefully. "I should have known that
you didn't know what you were tal king about."

"What happened to ne?" | nanaged to ask. My teeth chattered agai nst each
other, and ny whol e body shook as with a chill. | felt | would rattle my bones
out of their joints.

"You offered nme your strength. | took it." He poured a cup of the tea, then

knelt to hold it to ny nouth. "Go slowy. | was in a hurry. Did | say earlier
that Chivalry was a bull with his Skill? Wiat nust | say about nyself then?"

He had his old bluff heartiness and good nature back. This was a Verity | had
not seen for nonths. | managed a nouthful of the tea and felt the elfbark sting
my nouth and throat. My shivering eased. Verity took a casual gulp fromthe nug.
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"In the old days," he said conversationally, "a king would draw on his
coterie. Half a dozen nen or nore, and all in tune with one another, able to
pool strength and offer it as needed. That was their true purpose. To provide
strength to their king, or to their own key man. | don't think Galen quite
grasps that. His coterie is a thing he has fashioned. They are |ike horses and
bul | ocks and donkeys, all harnessed together. Not a true coterie at all. They
| ack the singleness of mnd."

"You drew strength from ne?"

"Yes. Believe ne, boy, | would not have, except that | had a sudden need, and
I thought you knew what you offered. You yourself naned yourself as a king's
man, the old term And as close as we are in blood, | knew | could tap you." He

set the nmug down on the tray with a thunp. Di sgust deepened his voice. "Shrewd.
He sets things in notion, wheels turning, penduluns swaying. It is no accident
you are the one to bring nme ny neals, boy. He was naking you available to nme."

He took a swift turn about the room then stopped, standing over ne. "It will
not happen again."

"I't was not so bad," | said faintly.

"No? Way don't you try to stand, then? O even sit up? You' re just one boy,
al one, not a coterie. Had | not realized your ignorance and drawn back, | could
have killed you. Your heart and breath would just have stopped. I'll not drain
you like this, not for anyone. Here." He stooped, and without effort, lifted nme
and placed ne in his chair. "Sit here a bit. And eat. | don't need it now And

when you are better, go to Shrewd for nme. Say that | say you are a distraction
I wish a kitchen boy to bring nmy neals, from now on.

"Verity," | began

"No," he corrected ne. "Say "ny prince.' For in this, | amyour prince, and
will not be questioned on it. Now eat."

I bowed ny head, mserable, but | did eat, and the elfbark in the tea worked
to revive ne faster than | had expected. Soon | could stand, to stack the dishes

on the tray and then to carry themto the door. | felt defeated. | lifted the
| at ch.
"FitzChivalry Farseer."
| halted, frozen by the words. | turned slowy.
"I't"s your nanme, boy. | wote it nyself, in the military |log, on the day you

were brought to me. Another thing | had thought you knew. Stop thinking of
yourself as the bastard, FitzChivalry Farseer. And be sure that you see Shrewd

t oday. "
"Good-bye," | said quietly, but he was already staring out the w ndow again.
And so high sumer found us all. Chade at his tablets, Verity at his w ndow,
Regal courting a princess for his brother, and I, quietly killing for ny king.

The I nland and Coastal Dukes took sides at the council tables, hissing and
spitting at one another like cats over fish. And atop it all was Shrewd, keeping
each piece of web as taut as any spider, and alert to the least thrumm ng of a
line. The Red-Ships struck at us, like ratfish on beef bait, tearing away bits
of our folk and Forging them And the Forged fol k becanme a tornment to the | and,
beggars or predators or burden to their famlies. Folk feared to fish, to trade,
or to farmthe river-nmouth plains by the sea. And yet the taxes nust be raised,
to feed the soldiers and the watchers who seened unable to defend the |and
despite their growi ng nunbers. Shrewd had grudgingly released me frommy service
to Verity. My king had not called for me in over a nonth when one norning | was
abruptly sumoned to breakfast.

"It's a poor time to wed," Verity objected. | |ooked at the sallow, fleshless
man who shared the King's breakfast table and wondered if this was the bl uff,
hearty prince frommy chil dhood. He had worsened so nuch in just a nonth. He
toyed with a bit of bread, set it down again. The outdoors had gone from his

cheeks and eyes; his hair was dull, his nusculature slack. The whites of his
eyes were yellowed. Burrich would have wormed himif he'd been a hound.
Unasked, | said, "I hunted with Leon two days ago. He took a rabbit for ne."

Verity turned to nme, a ghost of his old smile playing on his face. "You took
my wol f hound for rabbits?"
"He enjoyed it. He m sses you, though. He brought ne the rabbit, and
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praised him but it didn't seemto satisfy him" | couldn't tell himhow the
hound had | ooked at nme, not for you as plain in his eyes as in his bearing.
Verity picked up his glass. Hs hand quivered ever so slightly. "I amglad he

gets out with you, boy. It's better than-"

"The wedding," Shrewd cut in, "will hearten the people. | amgetting old,
Verity, and the tinmes are troubled. The people see no end to their troubles, and
I do not dare prom se them solutions we do not have. The Qutislanders are right,
Verity. W are not the warriors who once settled here. W have becone a settled
people. And a settled people can be threatened in ways that nonmads and rovers
have no care for. And we can be destroyed in those sane ways. \Wen settled
peopl e | ook for security, they look for continuity."

Here | | ooked up sharply. Those were Chade's words, |'d bet ny blood on it.
Did that nean that this weddi ng was sonet hi ng Chade was hel pi ng to engi neer? My
i nterest became keener, and | wondered again why | had been summmoned to this
br eakf ast .

"It's a matter of reassuring our folk, Verity. You have not Regal's charm
nor the bearing that let Chivalry convince anyone that he could take care of any
matter. This is not to slight you; you have as nmuch talent for the Skill as
have ever seen in our line, and in many eras your soldierly skills in tactics
woul d have been nore inportant than Chivalry's diplomacy."

Thi s sounded suspiciously like a rehearsed speech to ne. | watched Shrewd
pause. He put cheese and preserves on sone bread and bit into it thoughtfully.
Verity sat silent, watching his father. He seened both attentive and benused.
Like a man trying desperately to stay awake and be alert when all he can think
of is putting his head down and closing his eyes; well, Verity certainly | ooked
at least that tired. My brief experiences of the Skill and the split
concentration it demanded to resist its enticenents, while bending it to one's
will, made ne marvel at Verity's ability to wield it every day.

Shrewd gl anced from Verity to ne and back to his son's face. "Putting it
sinmply, you need to marry. Mre, you need to beget a child. It would put heart
into the people. They would say, "Well, it cannot be as bad as all that, if our
prince does not fear to marry and have a child. Surely he would not be doing
that if the whole ki ngdomwere on the verge of crunbling.'"

"But you and | would still know better, wouldn't we, Father?" There was a
hint of rust in Verity's voice, and a bitterness | had never heard there before.

"Verity-" Shrewd began, but his son cut in.

"My king," he said fornmally. "You and | do know that we are on the brink of
di saster. And now, right now, there can be no sl ackening of our vigilance. |
have no tinme for courting and wooing, and even less tinme for the nore subtle
negotiations of finding a royal bride. Wile the weather is fine, the Red-Ships
will raid. And when it turns poor, and the tenpests blow their ships back to
their own ports, then we nust turn our mnds and our energies to fortifying our
coastlines and training crews to nmanage raidi ng ships of our own. That is what |
want to discuss with you. Let us build our own fleet, not fat nmerchant ships to
waddl e about tenpting raiders, but sleek warships, such as we once had and our
ol dest shipwights still know how to make. And let us take this battle to the
Quti sl anders-yes, even through the storns of winter. W used to have such
sailors and warriors anong us. |If we begin to build and train now, by next
spring we could at |east hold themaway from our coast, and possibly by w nter
we coul d-"

"It will take noney. And noney does not flow fastest fromterrified nen. To
rai se the funds we need, we need to have our nerchants confident enough to
continue trading, we have to have farners unafraid to pasture their flocks on
the coast nmeadows and hills. It all cones back, Verity, to your taking a wife."

Verity, so ani mated when speaki ng of warships, |eaned back in his chair. He
seened to sag in on hinself, as if sone piece of structure inside himhad given
way. | al nbst expected to see himcollapse. "As you will, ny king," he said, but
as he spoke he shook his head, denying the affirnmation of his own words. "I wll
do as you see wise. Such is the duty of a prince to his king and to his ki ngdom
But as a man, Father, it is a bitter and enpty thing, this taking of a wonan
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sel ected by ny younger brother. | will wager that having | ooked on Regal first,
when she stands beside nme, she will not see nme as any great prize." Verity

| ooked down at his hands, at the battle and work scars that now showed plainly
agai nst their paleness. | heard his nane in his words when he said softly,

"Al ways | have been your second son. Behind Chivalry, with his beauty, strength,
and wi sdom

And now behind Regal, with his cleverness and charmand airs. | knhow you
think he would be a better King to follow after you than I. | do not al ways
di sagree with you. I was born second, and raised to be second. | had al ways
believed ny place woul d be behind the throne, not upon it. And when | thought
that Chivalry would follow you to that high seat, | did not mind it. He gave ne
great worth, ny brother did. H s confidence in me was |ike an honor; it made ne
a part of all he acconplished. To be the right hand of such a king were better
than to be King of nany a lesser land. | believed in himas he believed in ne.
But he is gone. And | tell you nothing surprising when | say to you that there
is no such bond between Regal and nme. Perhaps there are too many years; perhaps
Chivalry and | were so close we left no roomfor a third. But | do not think he
sought for a woman that can |Iove me. Or one that-"

"He chose you a queen!" Shrewd interrupted harshly. | knew then that this was
not the first tinme this had been argued and sensed that Shrewd was nobst annoyed
that | had been privy to these words. "Regal chose a wonan, not for you, or
hi msel f, or any such silliness. He chose a woman to be Queen of this country, of
these Six Duchies. A worman who can bring to us the wealth and the nmen and the
trade agreenents that we need now, if we are to survive these Red-Ships. Soft
hands and a sweet scent will not build your warships, Verity. You nust set aside
this jeal ousy of your brother; you cannot fend off the eneny if you do not have
confidence in those who stand behind you."

"Exactly," Verity said quietly. He pushed his chair back

"Where do you go?" Shrewd demanded irritably.

"To ny duties," Verity said shortly. "Were else have | to go?"

For a nonent even Shrewd | ooked taken aback. "But you've scarcely eaten ...."
He faltered.

"The Skill kills all other appetites. You know that."

"Yes." Shrewd paused. "And | know, too, as you do, that when this happens, a

man is close to the edge. The appetite for the Skill is one that devours a nan,
not one that nourishes him"
They both seened to have forgotten entirely about nme. | nade nyself snall and

unobtrusive, nibbling on ny biscuit as if | were a nobuse in a corner

"But what does the devouring of one man nmatter, if it saves a ki ngdom"
Verity did not bother to disguise the bitterness in his voice, and to me it was
plain that it was not the Skill alone that he spoke of. He pushed his plate

away. "After all," he added with ponderous sarcasm "it is not as if you do not
have yet another son to step in and wear your crown. One unscarred by what the
Skill does to men. One free to wed where he will, or will not."

"It is not Regal's fault that he is unSkilled. He was a sickly child, too
sickly for Galen to train. And who could have foreseen that two Skilled Princes
woul d not be enough," Shrewd protested. He rose abruptly and paced the | ength of
the chanber. He stood, |eaning on the wi ndowsill and peering out over the sea
below. "I do what | can, son," he added in a |ower voice. "Do you think |I do not
care, that | do not see how you are being consunmed?"

Verity sighed heavily. "No. | know. It is the weariness of the Skill that
speaks so, not |I. One of us, at |east, nust keep a clear head and try to grasp
t he whol e of what is happening. For me, there is nothing but the sensing out,
and then the sorting, the trying to fix navigator out fromoarsman, to scent out
the secret fears that the Skill can magnify, to find the faint hearts in the
crew and prey upon those first. Wen | sleep, | dreamthem and when | try to
eat, they are what sticks in ny throat. You know | have never relished this;
Father. It never seened to me worthy of a warrior, to skulk and spy about in
men's mnds. Gve nme a sword and I'Il willingly explore their guts. |1'd rather
unman a man with a blade than turn the hounds of his own nmind to nipping at his
heel s."
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"I know, | know," Shrewd said gently, but | did not think he really did. I,
at least, did understand Verity's distaste for his task. | had to adnmt | shared
it, and felt himsonehow dirtied by it. But when he glanced at nme, ny face and
eyes were enpty of any judgnent. Deeper within ne was the sneaking guilt that |
had failed to learn the Skill, and was no use to ny uncle at this tine. |
wondered if he | ooked at nme, and thought of drawing on ny strength again. It was
a frightening thought, but | steeled nyself to the request. But he only smled
at me kindly, if absently, as if no such thought had ever crossed his mnd. And
as he rose and wal ked past ny chair, he tousled ny hair as if | were Leon

"Take ny dog out for nme, even if it is only for rabbits. | hate to | eave him
in my roons each day, but his poor dunb pleading was a distraction fromwhat |
must do. "

I nodded, surprised at what | felt emanating fromhim A shadow of the sane
pain | had felt at being separated fromny own dogs

"Verity."

He turned at Shrewd's call.

"Almost | forgot to tell you why | had called you here. It is, of course, the
mountain princess. Ketkin, | think her nanme was ....

"Kettricken. | at least renenber that nmuch. A skinny little child, the |ast
time | saw her. So, she is the one you have sel ected?"

"Yes. For all the reasons we have al ready discussed. And a day has been set.
Ten days before our Harvest Feast. You will have to | eave here during the first
part of Reaptinme in order to reach there in tine. There will be a cerenobny
there, before her own people, binding the two of you and sealing all the
agreenents, and a formal wedding |ater, when you arrive back here with her
Regal sends word that you nust-"

Verity had halted, and his face darkened with frustration. "I cannot. You
know | cannot. If | leave off ny work here while it is still Reaptine, there
will be nothing to bring a bride back to. Always, the Qutislanders have been
greedi est and nost reckless in the final nonth before the winter storns drive
them back to their own wetched shore. Do you think it will be any different
this year? Like as not | would bring Kettricken back here to find them feasting
in our own Buckkeep, with your head on a pike to greet ne!"

Ki ng Shrewd | ooked angered, but kept his tenper as he asked, "Do you really
think they could press us that greatly if you gave off your efforts for twenty
days or so?"

"I know it," Verity said wearily. "I know it as surely as | know that |
shoul d be at ny post right now, not arguing here with you. Father, tell themit
must be put off. I'lIl go for her as soon as we've a good coat of snow on the

ground, and a bl essed gale l|ashing all ships into their ports."”

"I't cannot be," Shrewd said regretfully. "They have beliefs of their own, up
in the nountains. A wedding nade in winter yields a barren harvest. You nust
take her in the fall, when the lands are yielding, or in late spring, when they
till their little mountain fields."

"I cannot. By the time spring cones to their nountains, it is fair weather
here, with Raiders on our doorsills. Surely they nmust understand that!" Verity
moved his head about, like a restless horse on a short lead. He did not want to
be here. Distasteful as he found his Skill work, it called to him He wanted to
gotoit, wanted it in a way that had nothing to do with protecting his ki ngdom
I wondered if Shrewd knew that. | wondered if Verity did.

"To understand sonething is one thing," the King expounded. "To insist they
flaunt their traditions is another. Verity, this nmust be so, done now." Shrewd
rubbed his head as if it pained him "W need this joining. W need her
sol diers, we need her narriage gifts, we need her father at our back. It cannot
wait. Could not you perhaps go in a closed litter, unhanpered by managi ng a
"horse, and continue your Skill work as you travel? It m ght even do you good to
get out and about a bit, to have a little fresh air and-"

"NO " Verity bellowed the word, and Shrewd turned where he stood, al nost as
if he were at bay against the windowsill. Verity advanced to the table and
pounded upon it, showing a tenper | had never suspected in him "No and no and
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no! | cannot do the work I nmust do to keep the Raiders fromour coast while
being rocked and jolted in a horse litter. And no, | will not go to this bride
you have chosen for nme, to this woman | scarce recall, in alitter like an
invalid or a witling. | will not have her see ne so, nor would | have ny nen

sni ggering behind ne, saying, Oh, this is what brave Verity has come to, riding
like a palsied old nman, pandered off to sone wonan as if he were an Quti sl ander
whore.' Were are your wits that you can think such stupid plans? You've been
among the nountain folk, you know their ways. Think you a worman of theirs woul d
accept a nan who cane to her in such a sickly way? Even their royal s expose a
childif it is born I ess than whole. You'd spoil your own plan, and | eave the
Si x Duchies to the Raiders while you did it."

"Then per haps-"

"Then perhaps there is a Red-Ship right now, not so far that they cannot see
Egg Island, and already the captain of it is discounting the dreamof ill onen
he had | ast night, and the navigator is correcting his course, wondering how he
coul d have so m staken the | andmarks of our coastline. Already all the work |
did last night while you slept and Regal danced and drank with his courtiers is
com ng undone, while we stand here and yatter at one another. Father, arrange
it. Arrange it any way you wish and can, so long as it does not involve ne doing
anything save the Skill while fair weather plagues our coast." Verity had been
nmovi ng as he spoke, and the slanming of the King' s chanmber door al nost drowned
out his final words.

Shrewd stood and stared at the door for some nonments. Then he passed his hand
across his eyes, rubbing them but for weariness or tears or just a bit of dust,

I could not tell. He | ooked about the room frowning when his eyes encountered
me, as if | were a thing puzzlingly out of place. Then, as if recalling why I
were there, he observed dryly, "Well, that went .well, didn't it? Still and all,

a way nust be found. And when Verity rides to claimhis bride, you will go with
him™"

"I'f you wish, ny king," | said quietly.

"l do." He cleared his throat, then turned to | ook out his w ndow again. "The
Princess has a single sibling, an older brother. He is not a healthy man. Oh, he
was well and strong once, but on the Ice Fields he took an arrow t hrough his
chest. Passed clean through him so Regal was told. And the wounds on his chest
and back healed. But in winters, he coughs blood, and in sumrer he cannot sit a
horse nor drill his nen for nore than half the norning. Know ng the nountain
folk, it is full surprising that he is their King-in-VWiting."

| thought quietly for a noment. "Anmpong the mountain folk the customis the
same as ours. Male or female, the offspring inherit, by the order of their
birth."

"Yes. That is so," Shrewd said quietly, and | knew that already he was
t hi nki ng that Seven Duchies m ght be stronger than Six.

"And Princess Kettricken's father," | asked, "how is his health?"

"As hale and hearty as one could wish, for a nan of his years. | amsure he
will reign long and well, for at |east another decade, keeping his ki ngdom whol e
and safe for his heir."

"Probably by then our troubles with the Red-Ships will 1ong be over. Verity

will be free to turn his nmind to other things."

"Probably," King Shrewd agreed quietly. H s eyes finally nmet mne. "Wen
Verity goes to claimhis bride, you will go with him" he said again. "You
under st and what your duties will be? | trust to your discretion."

I inclined ny head to him "As you w sh, ny king."

CHAPTER NI NETEEN
Jour ney

TO SPEAK OF THE Mbuntain Ki ngdom as a kingdomis to start out with a basic
m sunder st andi ng of the area and the folk who people it. It is equally
i naccurate to refer to the region as Chyurda, although the Chyurda do nmake up
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the doninant folk there. Rather than one stretch of united countryside, the
Mount ai n Ki ngdom consi sts of various haml ets clinging to the nountainsides, of
smal | val es of arable |and, of trading hamets sprung up al ong the rough roads
that |ead to the passes, and clans of nomadi c herders and hunters who range the
i nhospi tabl e countryside in between. Such a diverse people are unlikely to
unite, for their interests are often in conflict. Strangely, though, the only
force nore powerful than each group's independence and insular ways is the

|l oyalty they bear to the "King" of the mountain folKk.

Traditions tell us that this |line was begun by a prophet-judge, a wonman who
was not only wi se, but also a phil osopher who founded a theory of ruling whose
keystone is that the leader is the ultimte servant of the people, and nust be
totally selfless in that regard. There was no definite tinme when the judge
becane the King; rather it was a gradual transition, as ward of the fairness and
wi sdom of the holy one at Jhaanpe spread. As nore and nore fol k sought counsel
there, willing to be bound by the decision of the Judge, it was only natura
that the laws of that settlenent came to be respected throughout the nountains,
and that nore and nore fol k adopted Jhaanpe |aws as their own. And so judges
becane Kings, but, anmazingly, retained their self-inposed decree of servitude
and self-sacrifice for their people. The Jhaanpe tradition is rife with tales of
Ki ngs and Queens who sacrificed thenselves for their folk, in every conceivable
way, fromfending wild animals off shepherd children to offering thensel ves as
hostages in tinmes of feud.

Tal es have been told that nake the mountain folk out to be harsh, al nost
savage. In truth, the land they dwell in is unconpromnising, and their |aws
mrror this condition. It is true that badly fornmed infants are exposed or, nore
commonl y, drowned or drugged to death. The elderly often choose Sequestering, a
sel f-inposed exile where cold and starvation end all infirmties. A man who
breaks his word may have his tongue notched as well as having to surrender
doubl e the value of his original bargain. Such custonms may seem quaintly
barbaric to those in the nore settled of the Six Duchies, but they are
peculiarly suited to the world of the Muntain Ki ngdom

In the end, Verity had his way. There was no sweetness in the triunph for
him | amsure, for his own stubborn insistence was backed by a sudden increase
in the frequency of the raids. In the space of a nonth, two villages were
burned, and had a total of thirty-two inhabitants taken for Forging. N neteen of
them apparently carried the now popul ar poi son vials and chose to conmt
suicide. Athird town, a nore popul ous one, was successfully defended, not by
the royal troops, but by a nmercenary nilitia the townsfol k had organi zed and
hired thensel ves. Many of the fighters, ironically, were immgrant CQutislanders,
usi ng one of the few skills they had. And the nutterings against the King's
apparent inactivity increased.

It didlittle good to try to explain to them about Verity and the coterie's
wor k. \What the peopl e needed and wanted were warships of their own, defending
the coastline. But ships take tine to build, and the converted nerchant ships
that were already in the water were tubby, wallow ng things conpared with the
sl eek Red- Ships that harassed us. Prom ses of warships by spring were snal
confort to farners and herders trying to protect this year's crops and fl ocks.
And the | andl ocked Duchi es were becom ng nore and nore vociferous about paying
heavier taxes to build warships to protect a coastline they didn't share. For
their part, the | eaders of the Coastal Duchies sarcastically wondered how wel
the inland fol k would do without their seaports and tradi ng vessels to outlet
their goods. During at |east one Hi gh Council neeting, there was a noisy
altercation in which Duke Ramof Tilth suggested that it would be little loss to
cede the Near Islands and Fur Point to the Red-Ships if that would slacken their
rai di ng, and Duke Brawndy of Beans retaliated by threatening to stop all trade
traffic along the Bear River and see if Tilth found that as small a |l oss. King
Shrewd nanaged to bring the council to adjournnent before they canme to bl ows,
but not before the Farrow Duke had nade it clear that he sided with Tilth. The
I'ines of division were being made nmore sharp with each passing nmonth and each
all otment of taxes. Clearly sonething was needed to rebuild the kingdom s unity,
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and Shrewd was convinced it was a royal marriage.

So Regal danced his diplomatic steps, and it was arranged that the Princess
Kettricken woul d make her pledges to Regal in his brother's stead, with all of
her own folk to witness, and Verity's word would be given by his brother. Wth a
second cerenony to follow, of course, at Buckkeep, with suitable representatives
fromKettricken's folk to witness it. And for the nonce, Regal remained in the
Mount ai n Ki ngdom s capital at Jhaanpe. Hi s presence there created a regular flow
of enissaries, gifts, and supplies between Buckkeep and Jhaanpe. Seldomdid a
week pass without a caval cade either leaving or arriving. It kept Buckkeep in a
constant stir.

It seemed to ne an awkward and ungainly way to assenble a marriage. Each
woul d be wed al nost a nonth before glinpsing the other. But the politica
expedients were nore inportant than the feelings of the principals, and the
separate cel ebrati ons were planned.

I had | ong since recovered from Verity tapping ny strength. It was taking nme
| onger to grasp conpletely what Galen's misting of ny mind had done to ne. |
believe | would have confronted him despite Verity's counsel, except that Gal en
had | eft Buckkeep. He had departed in conpany of a caval cade bound for Jhaanpe,
toride with themas far as Farrow, where he had relatives he wished to visit.
By the tinme he returned, | nyself would be on ny way to Jhaanpe, so Gal en
remai ned out of my reach

Again, | had too nuch time on nmy hands. | still tended Leon, but he did not
take nore than an hour or two of ny tinme each day. | had been able to discover
not hi ng nore about the attack on Burrich, nor did Burrich show any signs of
relenting on ny ostracism | had nmade one jaunt into Buckkeep Town, but when
chanced to wander by the chandlery, it was shuttered and silent. My inquiries at
t he shop next door brought me the information that the chandl ery had been cl osed
for ten days or nore, and that unless | w shed to buy sonme | eather harness, |
could go el sewhere and stop bothering him | thought of the young nman | had | ast
seen with Mlly, and bitterly wi shed them no good of each other

For no other reason than that | was lonely, | decided to seek out the Fool
Never before had | tried to initiate a meeting with him He proved nore el usive
than | had ever inmagi ned.

After a few hours of randomy wandering the keep, hoping to encounter him |
made brave enough to go to his chanber. | had known for years where it was, but
had never gone there before, and not sinply because it was in an out-of-the-way
part of the keep. The Fool did not invite intinmacy, except of the kind he chose
to offer, and only when he chose to offer it. H's chanbers were a tower-top
room Fedwen had told ne that it had once been a map room and had offered an
unobstructed view of the | and surroundi ng Buckkeep. But |ater additions to
Buckkeep had bl ocked t he views, and hi gher towers supplanted it. It had outlived
its useful ness for anything, save chanbers for a fool

I clinbed to it, that one day toward the begi nning of harvest tine. It was
al ready a hot and sticky day. The tower was a closed one, save for arrow slits

that did little nore than illunminate the dust nmotes ny feet set to dancing in
the still air. At first the darkness of the tower had seened cool er than the
stuffy day outside, but as |I clinbed, it seenmed to get hotter and nore close, so
that by the time | reached the last landing, | felt as if there were no air |eft
to breathe at all. | lifted a weary fist and pounded on the stout door. "It's
me, Fitz!" | called, but the still hot air nuffled ny voice |like a wet Dbl anket
snmot hering a flane.

Shall | use that as an excuse? Shall | say | thought perhaps he coul d not
hear ne, and so | went in to see if he was there? O shall | say that | was so
hot and thirsty that | entered to see if his chanbers offered any hint of air or
wat er ? Why doesn't matter, | suppose. | put ny hand to the door latch, and it
lifted and | went inside.

"Fool ?" | called, but | could feel he wasn't there. Not as | usually felt

fol k's presence or absence, but by the stillness that met me. Yet | stood in the
door and gawked at a soul laid bare.

Here was light, and flowers, and colors in profusion There was a loomin the
corner, and baskets of fine, thin thread in bright, bright colors. The woven
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coverlet on the bed and the drapings on the open wi ndows were unlike anything
had ever seen, woven in geonetric patterns that sonehow suggested fiel ds of

fl owers beneath a blue sky. A wide pottery bowl held floating flowers and a slim
silver fingerling swam about the stens and above the bright pebbles that floored
it. | tried to imagine the colorless, cynical Fool in the mdst of all this
color and art. | took a step farther into the room and saw sonething that noved
my heart aside in nmy chest.

A baby. That was what | took it for at first, and wi thout thinking, | took
the next two steps and knelt beside the basket that cradled it. But it was not a
living child, but a doll, crafted with such incredible art that al nost I
expected to see the small chest nove with breath. | reached a hand to the pale,
delicate face, but dared not touch it. The curve of the brow, the closed
eyelids, the faint rose that suffused the tiny cheeks, even the small hand that
rested atop the coverlets were nore perfect than | supposed a nmade thing could
be. O what delicate clay it had been crafted, | could not guess, nor what hand
had inked the tiny eyelashes that curled on the infant's cheek. The tiny
coverl et was enbroidered all over in pansies, and the pillow was of satin. |
don't know how long | knelt there, as silent as if it were truly a sl eeping
babe. But eventually | rose, and backed out of the Fool's room and then drew
the door silently closed behind ne. | went slowy down the nyriad steps, torn
bet ween dread that | m ght encounter the Fool coming up and burdened with the
know edge that | had di scovered one deni zen of the keep who was at | east as
alone as | was.

Chade summoned ne that night, but when | went to him he seened to have no
nore purpose in calling ne than to see ne. W sat alnopst silently before the
bl ack hearth, and | thought he | ooked ol der than he ever had. As Verity was
devoured, so Chade was consunmed. Hi s bony hands appeared al nost desiccated, and
the whites of his eyes were webbed with red. He needed to sl eep, but instead had

chosen to call me. Yet he sat, still and silent, scarce nibbling at the food he
had pl aced before us. At length, | decided to help him

"Are you afraid | won't be able to do it?" | asked himsoftly.

"Do what ?" he asked absently.

"Kill the nountain Prince. Rurisk."

Chade turned to look at ne full face. The silence held for a | ong nonent.

"You didn't know King Shrewd had given ne this," | faltered

Slowy he turned back to the enpty hearth and studied it as carefully as if
there were flames to read. "lI'monly the tool naker," he said at |ast, quietly.
" Anot her man uses what | nake."

"Do you think this is a bad ... task? Wong?" | took a breath. "From what

I"ve been told, he has not that much longer to live anyway. It mght al nost be a
mercy, if death were to come quietly in the night, instead of-"

"Boy," Chade remarked quietly. "Never pretend we are anything but what we
are. Assassins. Not merciful agents of a wise king. Political assassins dealing
death for the furtherance of our nonarchy. That is what we are.”

It was ny turn to study the ghosts of the flames. "You are making this very
hard for nme. Harder than it already was. Way? Wiy did you make me what | am if

you then try to weaken ny resolve ... ?" My question died away, half-forned.
"I think ... never mnd. Maybe it is a kind of jealousy in ne, ny boy. |

wonder, | suppose, why Shrewd uses you instead of ne. Maybe | fear | have

outlived ny usefulness to him Maybe, now that | know you, | w sh I had never

set out to make you what And it was Chade's turn to fall silent, his
t hought s goi ng where his words could not follow them

We sat contenplating ny assignment. This was not a serving of a king's
justice. This was not a death sentence for a crine. This was a sinple renoval of
a man who was an obstacle to greater power. | sat still until | began to wonder
if Il would do it. Then | lifted nmy eyes to a silver fruit knife driven deep into
Chade's mantel pi ece, and | thought | knew the answer.

"Verity has made conplaint, on your behal f," Chade said suddenly.

"Conplaint?" | asked weakly.

"To Shrewd. First, that Galen had m streated you and cheated you. This

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0obin%20-...5sassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (160 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:41 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

conmpl aint he nmade formally, saying that he had deprived the ki ngdom of your
Skill, at a time when it would have been npbst useful. He suggested to Shrewd,
informally, that he settle it with Galen, before you took matters into your own
hands. "

Looki ng at Chade's face, | could see that the full content of my discussion
with Verity had been revealed to him | was not sure how | felt about that. "I
woul d not do that, take ny own revenge on Galen. Not after Verity asked nme not
to."

Chade gave nme a | ook of quiet approval. "So | told Shrewd. But he said to ne
that | nmust say to you that he will settle this. This time the King works his
own justice. You nust wait and be satisfied."

"What will he do?"

"That | do not know. | do not think Shrewd hinself knows yet. The nman nust be
rebuked. But we nust keep in mind that if other coteries are to be trained,

Gal en nmust not feel too badly treated." Chade cleared his throat and said nore

quietly, "And Verity made another conplaint to the King as well. He accused
Shrewd and nme, quite bluntly, of being willing to sacrifice you for the sake of
t he ki ngdom "
This, | knew suddenly, was why Chade had called nme tonight. | was silent.
Chade spoke nore slowy. "Shrewd clai med he had not even considered it. For
my part, | had no idea such a thing was possible." He sighed again, as if

parting with these words cost him "Shrewd is a king, ny boy. His first concern
must al ways be for his kingdom™"

The silence between us stretched I ong. "You are saying he would sacrifice ne.
Wthout a qualm"

He did not take his eyes fromthe fireplace. "You. Me. Even Verity, if he
thought it necessary for the survival of the kingdom" Then he did turn to | ook
at me. "Never forget that," he said.

The ni ght before the weddi ng caravan was to | eave Buckkeep, Lacey cane
tapping on ny door. It was late, and when she said Patience wished to see ne, |
foolishly asked, "Now?"

"Well, you |l eave tonorrow," Lacey pointed out, and | obediently followed her
as if that made sense

I found Patience sitting up in a cushioned chair, an extravagantly
enbr oi dered robe on over her nightcl ot hes.

Her hair was down about her shoul ders, and as | seated nyself where she
i ndi cated, Lacey resumed the brushing of it.

"l have been waiting for you to cone to apologize to ne," Patience observed.

I imredi ately opened ny nmouth to do so, but she irritably waved ne to

si |l ence.

"But, in discussing it with Lacey tonight, | found | had already forgiven
you. Boys, | decided, sinply have a given amount of rudeness they nust express.
| decided you neant nothing by it, hence you do not need to apol ogi ze."

"But | amsorry," | protested. "I just couldn't decide howto say-"

"It's too late to apol ogi ze now, |'ve forgiven you," she said briskly.
"Besides, there isn't tine. I'msure you should be asleep by now But as this is
your first real venture into court life, | wanted to give you sonething before
you left."

| opened nmy nouth, then shut it again. If she wanted to consider this ny
first real venture into court life, | wouldn't argue it with her.

"Sit here," she said inperiously, and pointed to a spot by her feet.

I went and sat obediently. For the first time | noticed a small box in her
lap. It was of dark wood, and a stag was carved into the lid in bas-relief. As
she opened it | caught a whiff of the aromatic wood. She took out an ear stud
and held it up to ny ear. "Too snall," she nuttered. "Wat is the sense of
wearing jewelry if no one else can see it?" She held up and di scarded severa
others, with sinmlar comments. Finally she held up one that was like a silver
bit of net with a blue stone caught in it. She nade a face over it, then nodded
reluctantly. "That man has taste. Watever else he | acks, he has taste." She
held it up to nmy ear again, and with absolutely no warning, thrust the pin of it
t hrough ny earl obe.
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I yel ped and cl apped a hand over ny ear, but she slapped it away. "Don't be
such a baby. It only stings for a mnute." There was a sort of clasp that held
it behind, and she ruthlessly bent nmy ear in her fingers to fasten it. "There.
That quite suits him don't you think, Lacey?"

"Quite," Lacey agreed over her eternal tatting.

Patience dismissed ne with a gesture. As | rose to go she said, "Renenber
this, Fitz. Wiether you can Skill or not, whether you wear his nanme or not, you
are Chivalry's son. See that you behave with honor. Now go and get sone sleep."

"Wth this ear?" | asked, showi ng her blood on ny fingertips.

"I hadn't thought. I'msorry-" she began, but | interrupted her
"Too late to apol ogize. |I've already forgiven you. And thank you." Lacey was
still giggling as | left.

| arose early the next norning to take ny place in the weddi ng caval cade.
Rich gifts nmust be taken as a token of the new bond between the fanmlies. There
were gifts for the Princess Kettricken herself, a fine blooded nare, jewelry,
fabric for garments, servants, and rare perfunmes. And there were the gifts to
her fam |y and peopl e. Horses and hawks and worked gold for her father and
brother, of course, but the nore inportant gifts were the ones offered to her
ki ngdom for in keeping with the Jhaanpe traditions, she was of her people nore
than she was of her famly. And so there was breeding stock, cattle, sheep,
horses and fowl, and powerful yew bows such as the nountain folk did not have,
and netal working tools of good Forge iron, and other gifts judged likely to
i mprove the lot of the nountain folk. And there was know edge, in the form of
several of Fedwen's best-illustrated herbals, and several tablets of cures, and
a scroll on hawking that was a careful copy of one created by Hawker hinself.
These | ast, ostensibly, were ny purpose in acconpanying the caravan

They were given into ny keeping, along with a generous supply of the herbs
and roots nentioned in the herbal, and with seed for growi ng those that did not

keep well. This was not a trivial gift, and I took ny responsibility for seeing
it well delivered as seriously as | took ny other mssion. All was well wrapped
and then placed within a carved cedar chest. | was checking their wappings a

final tinme before taking the chest down to the courtyard when | heard the Foo
behi nd ne.

"l brought you this."

I turned to find himstanding just inside the door of nmy room | hadn't even
heard the door open. He was proffering a |l eather drawstring bag. "Wat is it?"
asked, and tried not to let himhear either the flowers or the doll in ny voice.

" Seapurge. "

I raised ny eyebrows. "A cathartic? As a marriage gift? | suppose sone woul d
find it appropriate, but the herbs | amtaking can be planted and grown in the
mountains. | do not think-"

"It is not a wedding gift. It is for you."

| accepted the pouch with m xed feelings. It was an exceptionally powerful
purge. "Thank you for thinking of nme. But | amnot usually prone to traveler's
ai |l ments, and-"

"You are not usually, when you travel, in danger of being poisoned."

"I's there something you'd like to tell nme?" | tried to make ny tone light and
bantering. | mssed the Fool's usual wy faces and nockeries fromthis
conversati on.

"Only that you'd be wise to eat lightly, or not at all, of any food you do

not prepare yourself."

"At all the feasts and festivities that will be there?"

"No. Only at the ones you wish to survive." He turned to go.

"I"'msorry," | said hastily. "I didn't nmean to intrude. | was | ooking for
you, and | was so hot, and the door wasn't latched, so | went in. | didn't nean
to pry."

Hi s back was to me and he didn't turn around as he asked, "And did you find
it anusing?"

"I ..." | could not think of anything to say, of any way to assure himthat
what | had seen there would stay only within ny own mind. He took two steps and
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was closing the door. | blurted, "It nade ne wish there were a place as nuch ne
as that place is you. A place | would keep as secret."”

The door halted a handbreadth short of closed. "Take sone advice, and you nay
survive this trip. Wen considering a man's notives, renmenber you nust not
measure his wheat with your bushel. He may not be using the sane standard at
all."

And the door closed and the Fool was gone. But his |last words had been
cryptic and frustrating enough that | thought perhaps he had forgiven ne ny
trespass.

| stuffed the seapurge into ny jerkin, not wanting it, but afraid to leave it
now. | glanced about my room but as always it was a bare and practical place.

M stress Hasty had seen to ny packing, not trusting ne with ny new garnents. |
had noticed that the barred buck on ny crest had been replaced with a buck with
his antlers lowered to charge. "Verity ordered it," was all she said when |
asked about it. "I like it better than the barred buck mnmyself. Don't you?"

"l suppose,” | replied, and that had been the end of it. A nane and a crest.
| nodded to nyself, shoul dered ny chest of herbs and scrolls, and went down to
join the caravan.

As | was going. down the steps | encountered Verity coming up. At first |

scarcely knew him for he was ascending |like a crabbed old man. | stepped out of
his way to |l et him pass, and then knew himas he glanced at ne. It is a strange
thing to see a once famliar man like that, encountered as a stranger. | nmarked

how hi s cl othes hung on himnow, and the bushy dark hair | remenbered had a
peppering of gray. He sniled absently at ne, and then, as if it had suddenly
occurred to him he stopped ne.

"You're leaving for the Muntain Kingdon? For the wedding cerenony?"

"Yes."

"Do ne a favor, boy?"

"Of course," | said, taken aback by the rust in his voice.

"Speak well of me to her. Truthfully, mnd you, I'mnot asking for lies. But
speak well of ne. |'ve always thought that you thought well of ne."

"I do," | said to his retreating back. "I do, sir." But he didn't turn or

make a reply, and | felt nuch as | had when the Fool |eft ne.

The courtyard was a mlling of folk and aninals. There were no carts this
time; the roads into the nountains were notoriously bad, and it had been deci ded
that pack animals would have to suffice for the sake of swiftness. It would not
do for the royal entourage to be late for the wedding; it was bad enough that
the groom was not attending.

The fl ocks and herds had been sent on days before. It was expected that our
trip would take two weeks, and three had been allowed for it. | saw to fastening
the cedar chest onto a pack animal, and then stood beside Sooty and waited. Even
in the cobbled courtyard, dust stirred thick in the hot summer air. Despite all
the careful planning that had gone into it, the caravan seened chaotic. |
glinpsed Sevrens, Regal's favorite valet. Regal had sent him back to Buckkeep a
month ago, with specific instructions about certain garnents he w shed creat ed.
Sevrens was followi ng Hands, dithering and expostul ati ng about sonething, and
what ever it was, Hands was not | ooking patient about it. Wwen M stress Hasty had
been giving me final instructions on the care of ny new garnents, she had
di vul ged that Sevrens was taking so many new garnents, hats, and accoutrenents
for Regal that he had been allotted three pack animals to carry them | inagined
that caring for the three aninmals had fallen to Hands, for Sevrens was an
excel lent valet, but timd around the larger aninmals. Rowd, Regal's ready nan,

hul ked after both of them 1looking ill-tenpered and inpatient. On one wi de
shoul der he carried yet another trunk, and perhaps the |oading of this
additional itemwas what was fretting Sevrens. | soon lost sight of themin the
crowd.

I was surprised to discover Burrich checking the lead lines on the breeding
horses and the Princess's gift nmare. Surely whoever was in charge of them could
do that, | thought. And then, as | saw himnount, | realized that he, too, would
be part of this procession. | |ooked about to see who was acconpanyi ng him but
saw none of the stable boys | knew, save Hands. Cob was already in Jhaanmpe with
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Regal . So Burrich had taken this on hinself. | was not surprised

August was there, astride a fine gray nmare, waiting with an inpassivity that
was al nost i nhuman. Already his tine in the coterie had changed him Once he had
been a chubby youth, quiet but pleasant. He had the sane bl ack bushy hair as
Verity, and | had heard it said that he resenbled his cousin as a boy.
reflected that as his Skill duties increased, he would probably resenble Verity
even nore. He would be present at the wedding, as a sort of wi ndow for Verity as
Regal uttered the vows on his brother's behalf. Regal's voice, August's eyes, |
mused to nyself. Wat did | go as? Hi s poniard?

I nounted Sooty, as nmuch to be up and away fromthe fol k exchangi ng good- byes
and last-mnute instructions as for any other reason. | wi shed to Eda we could
be away and on the road. It seenmed to take forever for the straggling line to
formand for the last-mnute tying and strapping of bundles to be acconpli shed.
And then, al nost abruptly, the standards were lifted, a horn was blown, and the

line of horses, |aden pack animals, and folk began to nove. | |ooked up once, to
see that Verity had actually cone out to stand atop the tower and watch us
depart. | waved up at him but doubted that he knew ne am dst so nmany. And then

we were out of the gates and winding up the hilly path that |ed away from
Buckkeep and to the west.

Qur path would | ead us up the banks of the Buckriver, which we would ford at
its wide shallows near where the borders of Buck and Farrow Duchi es touched
Fromthere we would journey across Farrow s wi de plains, in baking heat | had
never encountered before, until we reached Blue Lake. From Bl ue Lake, we would
follow a river named sinply Cold whose origins were in the Muntain Ki ngdom
Fromthe Cold Ford the tradi ng road began, that | ed between the nountains and
through their shadows and up, ever up, to Storm Pass, and thence to the thick
green forests of the Rain Wlds. But we would not go so far as that, but would
stop at Jhaanpe, which was as close to a city as the Muntain Kingdom possessed.

In sone ways, it was an unrenmarkable journey, if one discounts all that
inevitably goes with such journeys. After the first three days or so, things
settled into a remarkably nonotonous routine, varied only by the different
countryside we passed. Every little village or ham et along our road turned out
to greet us and delay us, with official best wishes and felicitations for the
Crown Prince's wedding festivities.

But after we reached the wide plains of Farrow, such hanlets were few and far
between. Farrow s rich farns and trading cities were far to the north of our
path, along the Vin River. W traveled Farrow s plains, where people were nostly
nonmadi ¢ herders, creating towns only in the winter nonths when they settled
along the trade routes for what they called the "green season." W passed herds
of sheep, or goats, or horses, or nore rarely, the dangerous, rangy sw ne they
call ed haragars, but our contact with the people of that region was usually
limted to the sight of their conical tents in the distance, or sone herder
standing tall in his saddle and holding aloft his crook in greeting.

Hands and | becane reacquai nted. W would share food and a small cook fire in
the evenings, and he would regale ne with tales of Sevrens's nattering worries
of dust getting into silk robes or bugs getting into fur collars and vel vet
getting chafed to pieces during the long trek. Gimrer were his conplaints about
Rowd. | nyself had no fond nenories of the man, and Hands found him an
oppressive traveling conpanion, for he seenmed to constantly suspect Hands of
trying to steal fromthe packs of Regal's bel ongi ngs. One evening Rowd even
found his way to our fire, where he |aboriously delivered a vague and indirect
war ni ng agai nst any who mght conspire to steal fromhis master. But other than
such unpl easant ness, our eveni ngs were peaceful

The fair weather held, and if we sweated by day, it was mld by night. |
sl ept atop ny bl anket and sel dom bothered with any other shelter. Each night |
checked over the contents of ny trunk and did nmy best to keep the roots from
becom ng conpl etely desiccated, and to keep the shifting fromputting wear on
the scrolls and tablets. There was one night | awoke to a | oud whinnying from
Sooty and t hought that the cedar chest had been noved slightly fromwhere | had
placed it. But a brief check of its contents proved all was in order, and when |
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mentioned it to Hands, he nmerely asked if | was catching Rowd' s di sease.

The ham ets and herds we passed frequently provided us with fresh foods and
were nost generous in their allocation of it, so we had little hardship on the
journey. Open water was not as plentiful as we could have wi shed as we crossed
Farrow, but each day we found some spring or dusty well to water at, so even
that was not as bad as it m ght have been

| saw very little of Burrich. He arose earlier than the rest of us and
preceded the mmin caravan, that his charges night have the best grazing and the
cl eanest water. | knew he would want his horses in prine condition when they
arrived at Jhaanpe. August, too, was alnost invisible. Wile he was technically
in charge of our expedition, he left the running of it to the captain of his
honor guard. | could not decide if he did this out of wisdomor |aziness. In any
event, he kept nostly to hinself, although he did allow Sevrens to tend hi mand
share his tent and neal s.

For ne, it was alnmost a return to a sort of childhood. My responsibilities
were very linmted. Hands was a genial conpanion, and it took very little
encouragenment to have himtelling fromhis vast store of tales and gossip. |
often went for alnbst the whole day before | would recall that at the end of
this journey, | would kill a prince.

Such thoughts usually came on me when | awoke in the dark part of the night.
Farrow s sky seened to be nuch thicker with stars than the night over Buckkeep,
and | would stare up at themand nentally rehearse ways to put an end to Ruri sk.
There was another chest, a tiny one, packed carefully within the bag that held
my clothing and personal itens. | had packed it with nmuch thought and anxiety.
For this assignnent nust be carried out perfectly. It nust be done cleanly, with
not even the tiniest suspicion raised. And tinmng was critical. The Prince nust
not die while we were at Jhaanpe. Not hing nust cast the slightest shadow upon
the nuptials. Nor must he die before the cerenonies were observed at Buckkeep
and t he weddi ng safely consummated, for that m ght be seen as an ill onen for
the couple. It would not be an easy death to arrange.

Sonetinmes | wondered why it had been entrusted to nme instead of to Chade. Ws
it atest of sone sort, one that if | failed would see nme put to death? Was
Chade too old for this challenge, or too valuable to be risked for this? Could
he sinply not be spared fromtending Verity's health? And when | reined ny m nd
away fromthese questions, | was |eft wonderi ng whether to use a powder that
would irritate Rurisk's damaged | ungs so he might cough hinself to death.
Perhaps | mght treat his pillows and bedding with it. Should | offer hima pain
remedy, one that would slowy addict himand lure himinto a sl eeping death?
had a bl ood-thinning tonic. If his lungs were chronically bleeding already, it
m ght be enough to send himon his way. | had one poison, swift and deadly and
tasteless as water, if | could devise a way to be sure he would encounter it at
a safely distant time. None of these were thoughts conducive to sleep, and yet
the fresh air and the exercise of riding all day were usually sufficient to
counter them and | often awoke eager for the next day of travel

Wien we finally sighted Blue Lake, it was like a nmiracle in the distance. It
had been years since | had been so far fromthe sea for so long, and | was
surprised how wel come the sight of water was to nme. Every aninmal in our baggage
train filled ny thoughts with the clean scent of water. The country becane
greener and nore forgiving as we approached the great |ake, and we were hard put
to keep the horses from overgrazing thensel ves at night.

Hordes of sailboats plied their nmerchant trade on Blue Lake, and their sails
were colored so as to tell not only what they sold, but what famly they sailed
for. The settlenents along Blue Lake were built out on pilings into the water
We were well greeted there, and feasted with freshwater fish, which tasted odd
to ny sea-trained tongue. | felt nyself quite the traveler, and Hands and | were
nearly overwhel ned with our opinions of ourselves when sone green-eyed girls
froma grain-trading famly came giggling to our fireside one night. They had
brought with themsmall, brightly colored druns, each toned differently, and
they played and sang for us until their nothers cane scolding to find them and
| ead them hone. It was a heady experience, and | did not think of Prince Rurisk
at all that night.
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West and north we travel ed now, ferried across Blue Lake on some
flat-bottomed barges |I trusted not at all. On the far side, we found ourselves
suddenly in forest |ands, and the hot days of Farrow becane a fond nmenory. Qur
path | ed us through i mense stands of cedar, pricked here and there with groves
of white paper birch and seasoned in burned areas with alder and willow Qur
horses' hooves thudded on the black earth of the forest trail, and the sweet
snells of the autum were all around us. W saw unfaniliar birds, and once
glinpsed a great stag of a color and kind | had never seen before or since.

Ni ght grazing for the horses was not good, and we were glad of the grain we had
bought fromthe | ake people. W lit fires at night, and Hands and | shared a
tent.

Qur way |led steadily uphill now. W wound our way between the steepest
sl opes, but we were unm stakably maki ng our way up into the nountains. One
afternoon we net with a deputation from Jhaanpe, sent to greet us and guide us
on our way. After that, we seened to travel faster, and every evening we were
entertained with nusicians, poets, and jugglers, and feasted with their
delicacies. Every effort was made to wel conme us and to honor us. But | found
t hem passi ng strange and al nost frightening in their differences. Oten | was
forced to rem nd nyself of what both Burrich and Chade had taught me about the
courtesies, while poor Hands withdrew al nost totally fromthese new conpani ons.

Physical ly, nmost of themwere Chyurda, and were as | had expected themto be:
atall, pale people, light of hair and eye, and sonme with hair as red as a fox.
They were a brawny people, the wonen as well as the nen. Al seened to carry a
bow or a sling, and they were obviously nore confortabl e af oot than on
hor seback. They dressed in wool and | eather, and even the hunbl est wore fine
furs as if they were no nore than honespun. They strode al ongsi de us, nounted as
we were, and seened to have no difficulty keeping up with the horses all day.
They sang as they wal ked, |ong songs in an ancient tongue that sounded al nost

mournful, but were interspersed with shouts of victory or delight. | was |ater
to learn they were singing us their history, that we nmght know better what kind
of a people our prince was joining us to. | gathered that they were, for the

nost part, minstrels and poets, the "hospitable" ones, as their |anguage
translated it, traditionally sent to greet guests and to make them gl ad they had
cone even before they arrived.

As the next two days passed, our trail w dened, for other paths and roads fed
into it the closer we cane to Jhaanpe. It becane a broad tradeway, sonetines
paved with a crushed white stone. And the closer we cane to Jhaanpe, the greater
our procession becane, for we were joined by contingents fromvillages and
tribes, pouring in fromthe outer reaches of the Mountain Kingdomto see their
princess pledge herself to the powerful Prince fromthe | ow ands. Soon, with
dogs and horses and sone sort of goat they used as pack beasts, with wains of
gifts and folk of every walk and degree trailing in famlies and knots behind
us, we cane to Jhaanpe.

CHAPTER TVIEENTY
Jhaanpe

"... AND SO LET THEM comne, the people of who | am and when they reach the
city, let themalways be able to say, "This is our city and our hone, for
however ong we wish to stay.' Let there always be spaces left, let [words
obscured] of the herds and fl ocks. Then there will be no strangers in Jhaanpe,
but only neighbors and friends, coming and going as they will." And the will of
the Sacrifice was observed in this, as in all things.

So | read years later, in a fragment froma Chyurda holy tablet, and so
finally came to understand Jhaanpe. But that first tine, as we rode up the hills
toward Jhaanpe, | was both di sappointed and awed at what | saw

The tenpl es, pal aces, and public buildings rem nded nme of the i mense cl osed
bl ossonms of tulips, both in color and shape. The shape they owe to the once

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0obin%20-...5sassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (166 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:41 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

traditional stretched-hide shelters of the nonads who founded the city; the
colors purely to the nountain folk's |ove of color in everything. Every building
had been recently restained in preparation for our conming and the Princess's
nuptials, and thus they were al nbost garishly bright. Shades of purple seened to
domi nate, set off by yellows, but every color was represented. It is best
conpar ed, perhaps, to chancing upon a patch of crocus, pushing up through snow
and bl ack earth, for the bare black rocks of the mountains and the dark
evergreens made the bright colors of the buil dings even nore inpressive:
Additionally, the city itself is built on an area fully as steep as Buckkeep
Town, so that when one beholds it frombelow, the color and lines of it are
presented in layers, like an artful arrangenment of flowers in a basket.

But as we drew closer we were able to see that between and anbng the great
buil dings were tents and tenporary huts and tiny shelters of every kind. For at
Jhaanpe, only the public buildings and the royal houses are pernanent. All el se
is the ebb and flow of folk coming to visit their, capital city, to ask judgment
of the Sacrifice, as they call the King or Queen who rules there, or to visit
the repositories of their treasures and know edge, or sinply to trade and visit
with other nomads. Tribes conme and go, tents are pitched and inhabited for a
month or two, and then one norning, all is bare-swept earth where they were,
until another group noves in to claimthe spot. Yet it is not a disorderly
pl ace, for the streets are well defined, with stone stairs set into the steeper
pl aces. Wells and bath houses and steans are | ocated at intervals throughout the
city, and the strictest rules are observed about garbage and offal. It is also a
green city, for the outskirts of it are pastures, for those who bring their
herds and horses with them with tenting areas defined by the shade trees and
wells there. Wthin the city are stretches of garden, flowers, and scul pted
trees, nore artfully tended than anything | had ever seen in Buckkeep. The
visiting folk | eave their creations anpbng these gardens, and they may take the
form of stone scul ptures or carvings of wood, or brightly painted pottery
creatures. In away, it put me in mnd of the Fool's room for in both places
were col or and shape set out sinply for the pleasure of the eye.

Qur guides halted us at a pasture outside of the city and indicated it had
been set aside for us. After a bit of tinme it becane obvious that they expected
we woul d | eave our horses and mul es here and proceed on foot. August, who was
the nomi nal head of our caravan, did not handle this very diplomatically. |
wi nced as he al nost angrily explained that we had brought with us nuch nore than
we coul d be expected to carry into the city, and that nmany there were too weary
fromtraveling to relish the idea of the uphill walk. | bit ny lip and forced
myself to stand quietly, to witness the polite confusion of our hosts. Surely
Regal had known of these custons; why had he not warned us of themso we would
not begin our visit by appearing boorish and unaccommodati ng?

But the hospitable folk tending to us swiftly adapted to our strange ways.
They bid us rest and begged us to be patient with them For a tine we all stood
about, vainly trying to appear confortable. Rowd and Sevrens joi ned Hands and
me. Hands had a slosh or two of wine left in a skin, and this he shared, while
Rowd grudgingly reciprocated with sone snoked neat in strips. W tal ked, but |
confess | paid little attention. I wished | had the courage to go to August and
entreat himto be nore adaptable to the ways of this people. W were their
guests, and it was already bad enough that the groom had not cone in person to
carry off his bride. | watched froma di stance as August consulted with severa
el der | ords who had cone with us, but fromthe notions of their hands and heads
| deduced that they were only agreeing with him

Monents | ater a stream of sturdy Chyurda youths and nai dens appeared on the
road above us. Bearers had been summoned to help carry our goods into the city,
and from sonewhere bright tents were conjured for those servants who woul d stay
here to tend the horses and nules. | much regretted to find that Hands woul d be
one of those left behind. | entrusted Sooty to him Then | shoul dered the cedar
herb chest and slung ny personal bag fromny other shoulder. As | joined the
procession of those walking into the city, |I snelled neats sizzling and tubers
cooki ng, and saw our hosts setting up an open-sided pavilion and assenbling
tables within it. Hands, | decided, would not fare poorly, and al nbst | wi shed I
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had nothing nore to do than tend the aninmals and explore this bright city.

We had not gone far up the winding street ascending into the city before we
were net by a flock of litters carried by tall Chyurda wormen. W were earnestly
invited to nount into these litters and be carried into the city, and many
apol ogi es were nmade that we had been wearied by our trip. August, Sevrens, the
ol der lords, and nost of the |ladies of our party seened only too happy to take
advantage of this offer, but for me, it was a humliation to be carried into the
city. But it would have been even ruder to turn down their polite insistence,
and so | surrendered ny chest to a boy obviously younger than nyself, and
mounted into a litter borne by wonen ol d enough to be ny grandnother. | blushed
to see how curiously the folk on the streets regarded us, and how t hey stopped
to talk quickly together as we passed. | saw few other litters, and they were
i nhabi ted by those obviously old and infirm | set ny teeth and tried not to
think what Verity would have felt about this display of ignorance. | tried to
| ook out pleasantly on those we passed, and to let ny delight in their gardens
and graceful buildings show on ny face.

I nmust have succeeded in this, for presently nmy litter began to nove nore
slowy, to allowne nore tine to see things, and the wonen to point to anything
they thought | mght have m ssed noticing. They spoke to nme in Chyurda and were
delighted to find | had a crude understandi ng of their |anguage. Chade had
taught ne the little he knew, but he had not prepared ne for how nusical the
| anguage was, and it soon becane apparent to nme that the pitch of the word was

as inportant as the pronunciation. Fortunately, | had a quick ear for |anguages,
so | blundered manfully into conversation with ny bearers, resolved that by the
time | spoke to ny betters in the palace, | would no | onger sound quite so nmuch

an outland fool. One woman undertook to give ne a commentary on all she passed.
Jonqui, her nane was, and when | told her mine was FitzChivalry, she nuttered it
to herself several tines as if to fix it in her mnd.

Wth great difficulty, | persuaded nmy bearers to pause once and let ne alight
to exanine a particular garden. It was not the bright flowers that attracted ne,
but what appeared to be a sort of willowthat was growing in spirals and curls
rather than the straight willow |l was accustoned to. | ran ny fingers along the
suppl e bark of one linb and felt sure | could persuade a cutting to sprout, but
dared not take a piece of it, lest it be construed as rude. One ol d woman
st ooped down beside nme, grinned, and then ran her hand across the tops of a
| ow-growi ng, tiny-leaved bed of herbs. The fragrance that arose fromthe stirred

| eaves was astoundi ng, and she | aughed al oud at the delight on ny face. | would
have |iked to linger longer, but ny bearers enphatically insisted we nust hurry
to catch up with the others before they reached the palace. | gathered there was

to be an official welcomng, one | nmust not mss.

Qur procession wound up a terraced street, ever higher, until our litters
were set down outside a palace that was a cluster of the bright budlike
structures. The main buildings were purple tipped with white, putting me in mnd
of the roadside |upine and beach pea flowers of Buckkeep. | stood beside ny
litter, staring up at the palace, but when | turned to ny bearers to indicate ny
pleasure in it, they were gone. They reappeared nonents |later, robed in saffron
and azure, peach and rose, as did the other bearers, and wal ked anong us,
of fering us basins of scented water and soft cloths to wash the dust and
weari ness fromour faces and necks. Boys and young nen in belted blue tunics
brought a berry wine and tiny honey cakes. \Wen every guest was washed and
greeted with wine and honey, we then were bid to follow theminto the pal ace.

The interior of the palace was as foreign to ne as the rest of Jhaanpe. A
great central pillar supported the main structure, and cl oser exam nation showed
it to be the imense trunk of a tree, with the swells of its roots still obvious
beneath the paving stones around its base. The supports of the gracefully
curving walls were |ikew se trees, and days later | was to find that the
"growi ng" of the palace had taken al nbst one 'hundred years. A central tree had
been selected, the area cleared, and then the circle of supporting trees planted
and tended, and shaped during their growi ng by ropes and pruning; so that they
all bowed toward the center tree. At sone point in tine, all other branches had
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been | opped away, and the treetops interwoven to forma crown. Then the walls
had been created, first with a |ayer of finely woven fabric, that was then
varni shed to hardness, and then overlaid with |apping after |apping of sturdy
cloth nmade from bark. The barkcl oth was daubed over with a peculiar |ocal clay,
and then coated with a bright |ayer of resinous paint. | never did discover if
every building in the city had been created in this |aborious fashion, but the
"growi ng" of the palace had enabled its creators to give it a living grace that
stone coul d never mnmic.

The i mense interior was open, not unlike the great hall at Buckkeep, with a
sim lar nunber of hearths. There were tables set out, and areas obviously for
cooki ng and weavi ng and spinning and preserving, and all the other necessities
of a great household. The private chanbers seened to be no nore than curtained
al coves, or roons like small tents set against the exterior wall. There were
al so sonme el evated chanbers, reached by a network of open wooden stairs,
reminding ne of tents pitched on stilt platforns. The supporting | egs of these
chanbers were natural tree trunks. My heart sank as | realized howlittle
privacy there would be for any "quiet" work | needed to do.

I was shown quickly to a tent chanber. Inside | found ny cedar chest and
clothing bag awaiting ne, as well as nore warm and scented wash water and a dish
of fruit. | changed quickly fromny dusty traveling clothes into an enbroi dered
robe with slitted sleeves and matchi ng green | eggings that Mstress Hasty had
decreed appropriate. | wondered once nore at the threatening buck enbroi dered on
it, then set it out of ny mnd. Perhaps Verity had thought this changed crest
less humliating than the one that so clearly proclainmed ny illegitimcy. In any
case, it would serve. | heard chimes and snmall druns fromthe great central room
and left ny chamber hurriedly to find out what was afoot.

On a dais set before the great trunk and decorated with flowers and evergreen
swags, August and Regal stood before an old man flanked by two servants in plain
white robes. A crowd had gathered in a great circle around the dais, and
quickly joined them One of ny litter bearers, now robed in rose drapings and
crowned with a twining of ivy, soon appeared at ny side. She sniled down at ne.

"What is happeni ng?" | made bold to ask

"Qur Sacrifice, er, ah, you say, King Eyod will welcone you. And he will show
to you all his daughter, to be your Sacrifice, hem ah, Queen. And his son, who
will rule for her here." She stunbled through this explanation, with nany a
pause, and many encouragi hg nods from ne.

Wth nutual difficulty, she explained that the wonan standi ng beside King
Eyod was her niece and | awkwardly nmanaged a conplinent to the effect that she
| ooked both healthy and strong. At the nmonent it seemed the kindest thing
could find to say of the inpressive wonan standi ng so protectively by her Kking.
She had an i mense nmass of the yellow hair that | was becomi ng accustonmed to in
Jhaanpe, with sone of it braided up and coil ed about her head, and sonme fl ow ng
| oose down her back. Her face was grave, her bare arns muscul ar. The man on the
other side of King Eyod was ol der, but still as like to her as a twin, save that
his hair was cut severely short at his collar. He had the sane jade eyes,
strai ght nose, and solemn nouth. Wen | nanaged to ask the old woman if he, too,
was a relative, she snmled as if | must be a bit dimand replied that of course,
he was her nephew. She shushed me then, as if | were but a child, for King Eyod
was speaki ng.

He spoke slowy and carefully, but even so, | was glad of my conversations
with ny litter bearers, for | was able to nake out nobst of his speech. He
greeted us all formally, including Regal, for he said that previously he had
greeted himonly as the enissary of King Shrewd and now he greeted himas Prince
Verity's synbol of his presence. August was included in this greeting, and both
were presented with several gifts, jeweled daggers, a precious fragrant oil, and
rich fur stoles. Wen the stoles were placed about their shoul ders, | thought
with chagrin that both now | ooked nore |ike decorations than princes, for in
contrast to the sinple garb of King Eyod and his attendants, Regal and August
were decked in circlets and rings, and their garments were of opulently rich
fabrics and cut with no regard for either thrift or service. To me, they both
appear ed foppish and vain, but | hoped that our hosts would nerely think their
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out | andi sh appearance was part of our foreign custons.

And then, to ny personal chagrin, the King sunmoned forward his mal e
attendant and introduced himto our assenblage as Prince Rurisk. The woman was,
of course, Princess Kettricken, and Verity's betrothed.

And finally | realized that those who had been our litter bearers and greeted
us with cakes and wine were not the servants, but the wonen of the roya
househol d, the grandnothers, aunts, and cousins of Verity's betrothed, al
followi ng the Jhaanpe tradition of serving their people. | quailed to think I
had spoken to themso famliarly and casually, and again nentally cursed Rega
that he had not foreseen to send us nore word of their custons rather than the
long list of clothing and jewelry he w shed brought for hinself. The elderly
worman beside ne, then, was the King's own sister. | think she nust have sensed
my confusion, for she patted nmy shoul der benignly and smled at ny blushes as
attenpted to stutter an apol ogy.

"For you have done nothing to shame yoursel f,’
me call her not "ny |ady" but Jonqui

I watched as August presented to the Princess the jewelry Verity had sel ected
to send her. There was a net of finely woven silver chain set with red gens to
drape her hair, and a silver collar set with larger red stones. There was a
silver hoop, wought like a vine, full of jingling keys, that August expl ai ned
were her househol d keys for when she joined himat Buckkeep, and eight plain
silver rings for her hands. She stood still as Regal hinself decked her. |
thought to nyself the silver with red stones woul d have | ooked better on a
darker wonan, but Kettricken's girlish delight was dazzlingly obvious in her
smle, and around ne people turned and nmurnured approvingly to one another to
see their princess so adorned. Perhaps, | thought, she m ght enjoy our
out | andi sh col ors and accoutrenents.

I was grateful for the briefness of King Eyod' s speech that foll owed. For al
he added was that he bid us welcone and invited us to rest, relax, and enjoy the
city. If we had any needs, we had but to ask of anyone we encountered, and they
woul d attenpt to nmeet them Tonorrow at noon woul d begin the three-day cerenony
of the joining, and he desired that we all be well rested to enjoy it. Then he
and his of fspring descended, to mngle as freely with one and all as if we were
all soldiers on the sane watch.

Jonqui had obviously attached herself to me, and there was no gracious way to
escape her conpany, so | resolved to learn as nmuch as | could as quickly as
coul d about their custons. But one of her first acts was to present nme to the
Prince and Princess. They were standing with August, who appeared to be
expl ai ni ng how, through him Verity would witness his cerenony. He was speaking
loudly, as if this would sonmehow nake it easier for themto understand. Jonqu
listened a noment, then apparently decided that August had fini shed speaki ng.
She spoke as if we were all children brought together for sweet cakes while our
parents conversed. "Rurisk, Kettricken, this young man is nost interested in our
gardens. Perhaps | ater we can arrange that he speak with those who tend them™
She seened to speak especially to Kettricken as she added, "His nane is
FitzChivalry."

August frowned suddenly and anended her introduction. "Fitz. The Bastard."

Kettricken | ooked shocked at this sobriquet, but Rurisk's fair face darkened
somewhat. Ever so slightly, he turned toward nme, putting his shoul der to August.
Even so, it was a gesture that needed no explaining in any |anguage. "Yes," he
said, switching to Chyurda and looking nme full in the eye. "Your father spoke of
you to ne, the last time | saw him | was grieved to hear of his death. He did
much to prepare the way for the forging of this bond between our folk."

"You knew ny father?" | asked stupidly.

He smiled down at ne. "OF course. He and | were treating together, regarding
the use of a Bluerock Pass, at Monseye, northeast of here, when he first
| earned of you. Wen our tinme of talking of passes and trade as envoys was done,
we sat down to neat together, and spoke together, as nen, of what he nust next
do. | confess, | still do not understand why he felt he nust not rule as King.
The custons of one folk are not those of another. Still, with this wedding, we

she inforned ne, and then bade
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shal |l be closer to naking one folk of our peoples. Do you think that woul d
pl ease hi nP"

Rurisk was giving nme his sole attention, and his use of Chyurda effectively
excl uded August fromthe conversation. Kettricken appeared fascinated. August's
face past Rurisk's shoulder grew very still. Then, with a grimsnile of purest
hatred for me, he turned aside and rejoined the group around Regal, who was
speaking with King Eyod. For whatever reason, | had the conplete attention of
Ruri sk and Kettricken

"I did not know ny father well, but | think he would be pleased to see ..." |
began, but at that nonment, Princess Kettricken smiled brilliantly at ne.

"Of course, how could | have been so stupid? You are the one they call Fitz.
Do not you usually travel with Lady Thyne, King Shrewd's poi soner? And are you
not training as her apprentice? Regal has spoken of you."

"How kind of him" | said inanely, and | have no i dea what next was said to
me, nor what | replied. | could only be thankful | did not reel where | stood.
And inside ne, for the first time, | acknow edged that what | felt for Rega
went beyond distaste. Rurisk frowned a brother's rebuke at Kettricken and then
turned to deal with a servant urgently asking his instructions about sonething.
Around ne peopl e conversed genially amid sumtmer colors and scents, but | felt as
if ny guts had turned to ice

| cane back to nyself when Kettricken plucked at nmy sleeve. "They are this
way," she informed ne. "Or are you too weary to enjoy themnow? If you wish to
retire, it will offend no one. | understand that nany of you were too weary to
even walk into the city."

"But many of us were not, and would truly have enjoyed the chance to wal k
| ei surely through Jhaanpe. | have been told of the Blue Fountains, and | ook
forward to seeing them" | only faltered slightly as | said this, and hoped it
had some bearing on what she had been saying to nme. At least it had nothing to
do with poison.

"I will be sure you are guided to them perhaps this evening. But for now,
conme this way." And with no nore ado or fornality than that, she led ne away
fromthe gathering. August watched after us as we wal ked away, and | saw Rega
turn and say sonething in an aside to Rowd. King Eyod had wi thdrawn fromthe
crowd and was | ooki ng benignly down on all froman el evated platform | wondered
why Rowd had not renmined with the horses and other servants, but then
Kettricken was drawi ng a pai nted screen aside froma door opening and we were
| eaving the main room of the pal ace.

W were outside, in fact, wal king on a stone pathway under an archway of
trees. They were willows, and their living branches had been interlaced and
woven overhead, to forma green screen fromthe noon sun. "And they shed rain
fromthe path, too. At least, nmost of it," Kettricken added as she noted ny
interest. "This path | eads to the shade gardens. They are ny favorites. But
per haps you would wi sh to see the herbary first?"

"I shall enjoy seeing any and all of the gardens, ny lady," | replied, and
this at |east was true. Qut here, away fromthe crowd, | would have nore chance
to sort ny thoughts and ponder what to do in ny untenable-position. It was
occurring to nme, belatedly, that Prince Rurisk had shown none of the signs of
injury or illness that Regal had reported. | needed to w thdraw fromthe
situation and reevaluate it. There was nore, nmuch nore, going on than | had been
prepared for.

But with an effort | pulled ny thoughts away fromny own dil emma and focused
on what the Princess was telling nme. She spoke her words clearly, and | found
her conversation nmuch easier to follow away fromthe background chatter of the
Great Hall. She seened to know much about the gardens and gave nme to understand
that it was not a hobby but know edge that was expected of her as a princess.

As we wal ked and talked | constantly had to renind myself that she was a

princess, and betrothed to Verity. | had never encountered a wonan |ike her
before. She wore a quiet dignity, quite unlike the awareness of station that I
usual Iy encountered in those better born than |I. But she did not hesitate to

smle, or becone enthused, or stoop to dig in the soil around a plant to show ne
a particular type of root she was describing. She rubbed the root free of dirt,
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then sliced a bit with her belt knife fromthe heart of the tuber to allow ne to
taste its tang. She showed ne certain pungent herbs for seasoning neat and
insisted | taste a |leaf of each of three varieties, for though the plants were
very simlar, the flavors were very different. In a way, she was |ike Patience,
wi t hout her eccentricity. In another way, she was |ike MlIly, but wthout the
cal l ousness that Mdolly had been forced to develop to survive. Like Mlly, she
spoke directly and frankly to ne, as if we were equals. | found nyself thinking
that Verity might find this woman nore to his liking than he expected

And yet, another part of nme worried what Verity would think of his bride. He
was not a wonmani zer, but his taste in wonen was obvi ous to anyone who had been
much around him And those that he sm | ed upon were usually small and round and
dark, often with curly hair and girlish laughter and tiny soft hands. Wat woul d
he think of this tall pale woman, who dressed as sinply as a servant and
decl ared she took nmuch pleasure in tending her own gardens? As our tal k turned,
I found she could speak as famliarly about falconry and horse breeding as any
st abl eman. And when | asked her what she did for pleasure, she told ne of her
smal |l forge and tools for working netal, and lifted her hair to show ne the
earrings she had nade for herself. The finely hamrered silver petals of a flower
clasped a tiny gemlike a drop of dew. | had once told MIlly that Verity
deserved a conpetent and active wife, but now | wondered if she woul d nuch
beguile him He would respect her, | knew. But was respect enough between a king
and his queen?

I resolved not to borrow trouble, but to keep ny word to Verity instead.
asked her if Regal had told her nuch of her husband, and she becane suddenly
quiet. | sensed her drawing on her strength as she replied that she knew he was
a king-in-waiting with many problens facing his realm Regal had warned her that
Verity was nuch ol der than she was, a plain and sinple man, who might not take
much interest in her. Regal had prom sed to be ever by her, helping her to
adapt, and doing his best to see that the court was not a lonely place for her
So she was prepared ....

"How ol d are you?" | asked inpul sively.

"Ei ghteen,"” she replied, and then smled to see the surprise on ny face.
"Because | amtall, your people seemto think I am nuch older than that," she
confided in ne.

"Wel |, you are younger than Verity, then. But not so nmuch nore than between
many wi ves and husbands. He will be thirty-three this spring.”

"1 had thought himnuch older than that," she said wonderingly. "Rega
expl ai ned they share but a father."

"It is true that Chivalry and Verity were both sons of King Shrewd's first
queen, but there is not that great a span between them And Verity, when he is
not burdened with the problens of state, is not so dour and severe as you m ght
imgine him He is a man who knows how to | augh.”

She cast ne a sideways glance, as if to see if | was trying to put a better
face on Verity than he deserved.

"It is true, Princess. | have seen himlaugh like a child at the puppet shows
at Springfest. And when all join in for luck at the fruit press to nmake fal
wi ne, he does not hold back. But his greatest pleasure has al ways been the hunt.
He has a wol f hound, Leon, whom he hol ds dearer than some nmen hold their sons."

"But," Kettricken ventured to interrupt, "surely this is as he was, once. For
Regal speaks of himas a man older than his years, bent down by the cares of his
peopl e. "

"Bent down as a tree burdened by snow, that springs erect again with the
comng of spring. Hs last words to ne before | left, Princess, were to desire
me to speak well of himto you."

She cast her eyes down quickly, as if to hide fromne the sudden Iift of her
heart. "I see a different nan, Wen you speak of him" She paused, and then
closed her nmouth firmy, forbidding herself the request | heard anyway.

"l have always seen himas a kind man. As kind as one lifted to such a
responsibility can be. He takes his duties very seriously, and will not spare
hi msel f fromwhat his folk need of him This it is that has nade himunable to
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come here, to you. He engages in a battle with the Red-Ship Raiders, one he
couldn't fight fromhere. He gives up the interests of a man to fulfill his duty
as a prince. Not through a coldness of spirit, or a lack of life in hinself."

She gave ne a sideways glance, fighting the snmile fromher face as if what |
told her were sweetest flattery such as a princess must not believe.

"He is taller than | am but only by a bit. Hs hair is very dark, as is his
beard, when he lets it grow. H s eyes are blacker still, yet when he is
enthused, they shine. It is true there is a scattering of gray in his hair now
that you woul d not have found a year ago. True, also, that his work has kept him
fromthe sun and the wind, so his shoulders no | onger tear the seans of his
shirts. But ny uncle is still very much a nan, and | believe that when the
danger of the Red-Ships has been driven fromour shores, he will ride and shout
and hunt with his hound once nore."

"You give ne heart," she nuttered, and then straightened herself as if she
had adnmitted sone weakness. Looking at ne gravely, she asked, "Wy does Rega
not speak of his brother so? | thought I went to an old man, shaking of hand,
too burdened by his duties to see a wife as anything other than another duty."

"Perhaps he ..." |1 began, and could think of no courtier's way to say that
Regal was frequently deceptive if it gained himhis goal. For the life of ne, |
had no i dea what goal night be served by making Kettricken so dread Verity.

"Perhaps he has ... been ... unflattering about other things as well,"
Kettricken suddenly supposed al oud. Sornething seened to alarm her. She took a
breath and becane suddenly franker. "There was an evening, in nmy chanber, when
we had dined, and Regal had, perhaps, drunk a bit too well. He told tales of you
t hen, saying you had once been a sullen, spoiled child, too anbitious for your
birth, but that since the King had made you his poi soner, you seened content
with your lot. He said it seened to suit you, for even as a boy, you had enjoyed
eavesdroppi ng and skul ki ng about and ot her secretive pursuits. Now, | do not
tell you this to make a mischief, but only to let you know what | first believed
of you. The next day Regal begged ne to believe it had been the fancies of the
wi ne rather than the facts he had shared with nme. But one thing he had said that
night was too icy a fear for ne to entirely lay aside. He said that if the King
did send you or Lady Thyne, it would be to poison ny brother so that | mght be
the sole heir to the Mountain Ki ngdom"

"You are speaking too quickly," I chided her gently, and hoped ny snile did
not | ook as dizzy and sickly as | suddenly felt. "I did not understand all you
said." Desperately | strove to think of what to say. Even as acconplished a liar
as | found such a direct confrontati on unconfortabl e.

"I amsorry. But you speak our |anguage so well, alnost like a native. Al nost
as if you were recalling it, rather than learning it new. | will go nore slowy.
Sone weeks, nho, it was over a nonth ago, Regal cane to ny chanbers. He had asked
if he might dine alone with ne, that we might get to know one another better,
and-"

"Kettricken!" It was Rurisk, calling dowmn the path as he cane seeking us.
"Regal is asking that you would cone and nmeet the |ords and | adi es who have cone
so far to see your narriage

Jonqui was at his shoul der, hurrying after him and as the second and
unmi st akabl e wave of dizziness hit ne, | thought she | ooked too knowi ng. And, |
asked nysel f, what step woul d Chade have taken if sonmeone had sent a poi soner to
Shrewd's court to elimnate Verity? All too obvious.

"Per haps," Jonqui suddenly suggested, "FitzChivalry would |ike to be shown
the Blue Fountains now. Litress has said she would gladly take him?"

"Maybe later this afternoon,” | managed to say. "I find nyself suddenly
wearied. | think | shall seek my chanber."

None of them | ooked surprised. "Shall | have sone wine sent to you?" Jonqu
asked graciously. "Or perhaps sone soup? The others will be sumoned to a neal
soon. But, if you are tired, it is no trouble to bring food to you."

Years of training canme to the fore. | kept ny posture straight, despite the
sudden fire in my belly. "That would be nost kind of you," | nanaged to say. The
brief bow |l forced nyself to nake was sophisticated torture. "I amsure | wll

rejoin you soon."
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And | excused nyself, and | did not run, nor curl in a ball and whinper as
wi shed to. | wal ked, with obvious enjoynent of the plantings, back through the
garden to the door of the Great Hall. And the three of them watched ne go, and
spoke softly together of what we all knew.

I had but one trick left to ne, and small hope it would be effective. Back in
my room | dug out the seapurge the Fool had given ne. How | ong, | wondered, had
it been since | had eaten the honey cakes? For that was the venue | would have
chosen. Fatalistically, | decided | would trust the ewer of water in ny room A
tiny part of ne said that was foolish, but as wave after wave of @i ddi ness
washed over ne, | felt incapable of any further thought. Wth shaki ng hands
crunbl ed the seapurge into water. The dried herb absorbed the water and becane a
green sticky wad, which | nmanaged to choke down. | knew it would enpty ny
stomach and bowels. The only question was, would it be swift enough, or was the
Chyurda poi son too wi despread in ne?

| spent a mserable evening that | will not dwell on. No one cane to nmy room

with soup or wine. In ny nonents of lucidity, | decided they would not cone
until they were sure their poison had had its effect. Mrning, | decided. They
woul d send a servant to waken nme, and he woul d di scover nmy death. | had unti
nor ni ng.

It was past midnight when | was able to stand. | left ny roomas silently as
my shaking legs would carry ne and went out into the garden. | found a cistern
of water there and drank until | thought | would burst. | ventured farther into

the garden, wal king slowy and carefully, for | ached as if | had been beaten
and ny head pounded painfully with each step | took. But eventually | stunbled
into an area of fruit trees gracefully trained along a wall, and as | had hoped,
they were heavy with the harvest. | hel ped nyself, filling nmy jerkin with a
supply. These | would conceal in nmy room to give nme food | could safely
consune. Sonetinme tonmorrow, | would nmake an excuse to go down and check on
Sooty. My saddl ebags still held sone dried neat and hard bread. | hoped it would
be enough to get ne through this visit.

And as | made ny way back to ny room | wondered what el se they would try
when they found the poison hadn't worked.

CHAPTER TWENTY- ONE
Pri nces

OF THE CHYURDAN HERB carryne, their saying is, "Aleaf to sleep, tw to dul
pain, three for a merciful grave."

Toward dawn, | finally dozed, only to be awakened by Prince Rurisk flinging
asi de the screen that served as door to ny chamber. He burst into the room
flourishing a sloshing decanter. The | ooseness of the garnment that fluttered
about himdeclared it a night robe. | rolled quickly fromthe bed and managed to
stand, with the bedstead between us. | was cornered, sick and weaponl ess, save
for my belt knife.

"You live still!" he exclainmed in amazenment, then advanced on ne with his
flask. "Quick, drink this."

"I would sooner not," | told him retreating as he advanced.

Seei ng ny wariness, he paused. "You have taken poison," he told me carefully.
"It is fully a mracle of Chranzuli that you still live. This is a purge that
will flush it fromyour body. Take it, and you may still live."

"There is nothing left in nmy body to purge,” |I told himbluntly, and then
caught at a table as | began to shake. "I knew | had been poi soned when | |eft
you |l ast night."

"And you said nothing to nme?" He was incredul ous.

He turned back to the door, where Kettricken now peeked in timdly. Her hair

was in tousled braids, and her eyes red with weeping. "It is averted, snal
thanks to you," her brother told her severely. "Go and nake hima salty broth
fromsonme of last night's neat. And bring a sweet pastry as well. Enough for
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both of us. And tea. Go on now, you foolish girl!"

Kettricken scanpered off like a child. Rurisk gestured at the bed. "Cone.
Trust ne enough to sit down. Before you upset the table with your shaking. | am
speaking plainly to you. You and I, FitzChivalry, we have no tine for this
distrust. There is nuch we nust speak of, you and I"

| sat down, not out of trust so nuch as for fear | would otherw se coll apse.
Wthout fornmality, Rurisk sat down on the end of the bed. "My sister," he said
gravely, "is inpetuous. Poor Verity will find her nore child than worman, | fear,
and nmuch of that is ny fault, | have spoiled her so. But although that explains
her fondness for nme, it does not excuse her poisoning of a guest. Especially not
on the eve of her wedding to his uncle."

"I think I would have felt nmuch the sanme about it at any time," | said, and
Ruri sk threw back his head and | aughed.

"There is much of your father in you. So would he have said, | amsure. But |
must explain. She cane to nme days ago, to tell me that you were coming to nmake
an end of nme. | told her then that it was not her concern, and | would take care

of it. But, as | have said, she is inpulsive. Yesterday she saw an opportunity
and took it. Wth no regard as to how the death of a guest might affect a
carefully negoti ated weddi ng. She thought only to do away with you before vows
bound her to the Six Duchies and nmade such an act unthinkable. | should have
suspected it when she took you so quickly to the gardens."

"The herbs she gave me?"

He nodded, and | felt a fool. "But after you had eaten them you spoke so
fair to her that she canme to doubt you could be what it was said you were. So
she asked you, but you turned the question aside by pretending to not
under stand. So agai n she doubted you. Still, it should not have taken her al
night to cone to me with her tale of what she had done, and her doubts of the
wi sdomof it. For that, | apol ogize."

"Too late to apol ogize. | have already forgiven you," | heard nyself say.

Ruri sk | ooked at nme. "That was your father's saying as well." He gl anced at
the door a nonent before Kettricken came through it. Once she was within the
room he slid the screen shut and took the tray fromher. "Sit down," he told
her sternly. "And see another way of dealing with an assassin.” He lifted a
heavy mug fromthe tray and drank deeply of it before passing it to ne. He shot
Kettricken another glance. "And if that was poi soned, you have just killed your
brother as well." He broke an apple pastry into three portions. "Select one," he
told nme, and then took that one for hinself, and gave the next | chose to
Kettricken. "So you may see there is nothing amiss with this food."

"l see small reason why you would give nme poison this norning after conming to
tell ne | was poisoned last night," | adnmitted. Still, ny palate was alive,
questing for the slightest mstaste. But there was none. It was rich, flaky
pastry stuffed with ripe apples and spices. Even if | had not been so enpty, it
woul d have been deli cious.

"Exactly," Rurisk said in a sticky voice, and then swallowed. "And, if you
were an assassin"-here he shot a warning to silence to Kettricken "you would
find yourself in the sanme position. Some nurders are only profitable if no one
el se knows they were murders. Such would be nmy death. Were you to slay ne now,
i ndeed, were | to die within the next six nonths, Kettricken and Jonqui both
woul d be shrieking to the stars that | had been assassinhated. Scarcely a good
foundation for an alliance of peoples. Do you agree?"

I managed a nod. The warmbroth in the mug had stilled nost of ny trenbling,
and the sweet pastry tasted fit for a god.

"So. We agree that were you an assassin, there would now be no profit to
carrying out nmy nurder. Indeed, there would be a very great loss to you if |
died. For ny father does not |ook on this alliance with the favor that | do. Oh,

he knows it is wise, for now But | see it as nore than wise. | see it as
necessary.

"Tell this to King Shrewd. Qur popul ation grows, but there is alimt to our
arable soil. WId game will only feed so many. Conmes a time when a country nust

open itself to trade, especially so rocky and nountai nous a country as mne. You
have heard, perhaps, that the Jhaanpe way is that the ruler is the servant of
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his people? Wll, | serve themin this wise. | nmarry nmy bel oved younger sister
away, in the hopes of winning grain and trade routes and | owl and goods for ny
peopl e, and grazing rights in the cold part of the year when our pastures are
under snow. For this, too, | amwlling to give you tinbers, the great straight
tinmbers that Verity will need to build his warships. Qur nountains grow white
oak such as you have never seen. This is a thing ny father would refuse. He has
the old feelings about the cutting of live trees. And |like Regal, he sees your
coast as a liability, your ocean as a great barrier. But | see it as your father
did-a wide road that leads in all directions, and your coast as our access to
it. And | see no offense in using trees uprooted by the annual floods and

wi ndst orms. "

I held ny breath a nonent. This was a nonentous concession. | found nyself
noddi ng to his words.

"So, will you carry my words to King Shrewd, and say to himthat it is better
to have a live friend in ne?"

I could think of no reason not to agree.

"Aren't you going to ask himif he intended to poison you?" Kettricken
denmanded.

"If he answered yes, you would never trust him If he answered no, you would
probably not believe him and think hima liar as well as an assassin. Besides,
is not one admtted poisoner in this room enough?"

Kettricken ducked her head and a flush suffused her cheeks.

"So cone," Rurisk told her, and held out a conciliatory hand. "CQur guest nust
get what little rest he can before the day's festivities. And we nust be back to
our chanbers before the whol e househol d wonders why we are dashi ng about in our
ni ghtcl ot hes. "

And they left me, to lie back on ny bed and wonder. \What manner of folk were
these that | dealt with? Could | believe their open honesty, or was it a
magni fi cent sham for Eda knew what ends? | wi shed Chade were here. Mre and
more, | felt nothing was as it seenmed. | dared not doze, for | knewif | fel
asl eep, nothing would wake ne before nightfall. Servants came soon with pitchers
of warmwater and cool, and fruit and cheese on a platter. Rem nding nyself that
these "servants" mght be better born than nyself, | treated themall with great
courtesy and |l ater wondered if that m ght not be the secret of the harnoni ous
househol d, that all servants or royalty, be treated with the sane courtesy.

It was a day of great festivity. The entries to the pal ace had been thrown
wi de- open, and folk had cone fromevery vale and dell of the Muntain Kingdomto
witness this pledging. Poets and minstrels perfornmed, and nore gifts were
exchanged, including nmy formal presentation of the herbals and herb starts. The
breedi ng stock that had been sent fromthe Six Duchies was displayed and then
gifted forth again to those nost in need of it, or nost likely to be successfu
with it. Asingle ramor bull, with a female or two, mght be sent out as a
common gift to the whole village. Al of the gifts, whether fow or beast or
grain or netal, were brought within the palace so that all mght admre them

Burrich was there, the first tine | had glinpsed himin days. He nust have
been up before dawn, to have his charges so glossy. Every hoof was freshly
oiled, every mane and tail plaited with bright ribbons and bells. The mare to be
given to Kettricken was saddl ed and bridled in harness of finest |eather, and
her mane and tail hung with so many tiny silver bells that each swi sh of her
tail was a chorus of tinkling. Qur horses were different creatures fromthe
smal | and shaggy stock of the nountain folk, and attracted quite a crowd.
Burrich | ooked weary, yet proud, and his horses stood calmy am dst the clanor.
Kettricken spent a deal of tine admiring her mare, and | saw her courtesy and
deference thawing Burrich's reserve. Wen | drew closer, | was surprised to hear
hi m speaki ng in hesitant but clear Chyurda.

But a greater surprise was in store for me that afternoon. Food had been set
out on long tables, and all, palace residents and visitors, dined freely. Mich
had conme fromthe kitchens of the palace, but nuch nore fromthe nountain fol k
t hensel ves. They cane forward, without hesitation, to set out wheels of cheese,
and | oaves of dark bread, and dried or snoked nmeats, or pickles or bows of
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fruit. It would have been tenpting, had not ny stonmach still been so touchy. But
the way the food was given was what inpressed ne. It was unquestioning, this
gi ving and taking between the royalty and their subjects. | noted, too, there

were no sentries or guards of any kind upon the doors. And all mngled and
tal ked as they ate.

At noon precisely a silence fell over the crowd. The Princess Kettricken
al one ascended the central dais. In sinple | anguage, she announced to all that
she now bel onged to the Six Duchies and hoped to serve that land well. She
thanked her land for all it had ever done for her, for the food it had grown to
feed her, the waters of its snows and rivers, the air of the nountain breezes.
She rem nded all that she did not change her allegiance due to any |ack of |ove
for her land, but rather in the hopes of it benefiting both the Iands. Al kept
silent as she spoke, and as she descended fromthe dais. And then the merrinent
resumned.

Ruri sk canme, seeking ne out, to see how ! did. | did my best to assure him|l
was fully recovered, though in truth | |longed to be sleeping. The clothing
M stress Hasty had decreed for ne was of the |latest court fashion and featured
hi ghly inconveni ent sleeves and tassels that fell into anything | tried to do or
eat, and an unconfortably snug waist. | longed to be out of the press of people,
where | could | oosen sone | aces and get rid of the collar, but knew that if |
| eft now, Chade would frown when |I reported to himand denand that | sonmehow
know al |l that had happened while | was absent. Rurisk, | think, sensed ny need
for a bit of quiet, for he suddenly proposed a stroll out to his kennels. "Let
me show you what the addition of sone Six Duchies blood a few years back did for
my dogs," he offered.

We | eft the pal ace and wal ked down a short way to a |long, |ow wooden
buil ding. The clean air cleared nmy head and lifted ny spirits. Inside, he showed
me a pen where a bitch presided over a litter of red pups. They were healthy
little creatures, glossy of coat, nipping and tunbling about in the straw. They
cane readily, totally unafraid of us. "These are of Buckkeep |ineage, and wll
hold to a scent even in a downpour,"” he told nme proudly. He showed ne other
breeds as well, including a tiny dog with wiry | egs, which, he clained, would
clamber right up a tree after gane.

We energed fromhis kennels and out into the sun, where an ol der dog sl ept
lazily on a pile of straw. "Sleep on, old man. You've fathered enough pups that
you never need hunt again, except you love it so," Rurisk told himgenially. At
his master's voice, the old hound heaved hinself to his feet and cane to | ean
affectionately on Rurisk. He |looked up at nme, and it was Nosy.

| stared at him and his copper-ore eyes returned the look. | quested softly
toward him and for a nmonment received only puzzlenent. And then a flood of
warnt h, of affection shared and remenbered. There was no doubt that he was
Ruri sk's hound now, the intensity of the bond that had been between us was gone.
But he offered ne back great fondness and warm nenories of when we were puppies
together. | went down on one knee, and stroked the red coat gone all bristly
with the years, and | ooked into the eyes that were beginning to show the
cl oudi ng of age. For an instant, with the physical touch, the bond was as it had
been. | knew he was enjoying dozing in the sun, but could be persuaded to go
hunt with very little trouble. Especially if Rurisk cane along. | patted his
back and drew away fromhim | |ooked up to find Rurisk regarding me strangely.
"I knew hi m when he was just a puppy,” | told him

"Burrich sent himto nme, in care of a wandering scribe, these nmany years
ago," Rurisk told nme. "He has brought me great pleasure, in conpany and in
hunting. "

"You have done well by him" | said. W left and strolled back to the pal ace,
but as soon as Rurisk left nmy side, | went straight to Burrich. As | canme up he
had just received pernission to take the horses outside and into the open air,
for even the cal mest beast will grow restive in close quarters with many

strangers. | could see his dilemm; while he was taking horses out he would be
| eaving the others untended. He | ooked up warily as | approached.
"Wth your leave, | will help you nove them" | offered.

Burrich's face renmi ned i npassive and polite. But before he could open his
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mouth to speak, a voice behind me said, "I amhere to do that, master. You night
soil your sleeves, or overly weary yourself working with beasts."” | turned
slowy, baffled by the venomin Cob's voice. | glanced fromhimto Burrich, but
Burrich did not speak: | |ooked squarely at Burrich.

"Then I will wal k al ongside you, if | may, for | have sonething inportant we
must speak of ." My words were deliberately formal. For a nonent |onger Burrich
gazed at ne. "Bring the Princess's mare," he said at last, "and that bay filly.

I will take the grays. Cob, mind the rest for ne. | shan't be long."

And so | took the mare's head and the filly's |lead rope and foll owed Burrich
as he edged the horses through the crowd and out of doors. "There is a paddock,
this way," he said, and no nore. W wal ked for a bit in silence. The crowd
thinned rapidly once we were away fromthe pal ace. The horses' hooves thudded
pl easantly against the earth. W cane to the paddock, which fronted on a snall
barn with a tack room For a nonment or two it al nost seened nornmal to be working

al ongside Burrich again. | unsaddled the mare and wi ped the nervous sweat from
her while he shook out grain into a grain box for them He cane to stand beside
me as | finished with the mare. "She's a beauty,” | said admiringly. "From Lord

Ranger's stock?"

"Yes." H's word cut off the conversation. "You wi shed to speak to ne."
| took a great breath, then said it sinply. "I just saw Nosy. He's fine.
QO der now, but he's had a happy life. Al these years, Burrich, | always

believed you killed himthat night. Dashed out his brains, cut his throat,
strangled himl| inagined it a dozen different ways, a thousand tines. Al those

years."

He | ooked at ne incredulously. "You believed | would kill a dog for sonething
you di d?"

"I only knew he was gone. | could inagine nothing else. | thought it was ny
puni shrent . "

For a long tine he was still. Wen he | ooked back up at ne, | could see his

tornent. "How you nust have hated ne.

"And feared you."

"Al'l those years? And you never |earned better of ne, never thought to
yoursel f, He would not do such a thing?"

I shook ny head slowy.

"Ch, Fitz," he said sadly. One of the horses cane to nudge at him and he

petted it absently. "I thought you were stubborn and sullen. You thought you had
been grievously wonged. No wonder we have been so nuch at odds."
"It can be undone," | offered quietly. "I have m ssed you, you know. M ssed

you sorely, despite all our differences."

I watched himthinking, and for a nonent or two | thought he would smle and
clap nme on the shoulder and tell me to go fetch the other horses. But his face
grew still, and then stern. "But for all that, it did not stop you. You believed
I had it in me to kill any animal you used the Wt on. But it did not stop you
fromdoing it."

"l don't see it the way you do," | began, but he shook his head.

"We are better parted, boy. Better for both of us. There can be no
m sunderstandings if there are no understandings at all. | can never approve, or
i gnore, what you do. Never. Cone to ne when you can say you will do it no nore
I will take your word on it, for you've never broken your word to ne. But unti
then, we are better parted.”

He | eft nme standing by the paddock and went back for his other horses.
stood a long tinme, feeling sick and weary, and not just fromKettricken's
poi son. But | went back into the palace, and wal ked about, and spoke to peopl e,
and ate, and even endured with silence the nocking, triunphant sniles Cob gave
ne.

The day seened | onger than any two days in ny previous experience. Had not it
been for ny burning and gurgling stonmach, | would have found it exciting and
absorbing. The afternoon and early evening were given over to congenial contests
of archery, westling, and footraces. Young and old, male and fenale, joined in
on these contests, and there seened to be sonme nmountain tradition that whoever

file:/l/F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20R0bin%20-...5sassin%201%20-%20Assassin's%20Apprentice.txt (178 of 199) [8/27/03 11:21:41 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robin%20Hobb/Hobb,%20Robin%20-%20A ssassin%201%20-%20A ssassi n's%20A pprentice.txt

won such contests on such an auspici ous occasi on would enjoy luck for a ful
turn of a year. Then there was nore food, and singing, and dancing of dancers,

and an entertainment, |ike a puppet show, but done all with shadows on a screen
of silk. By the tinme folk began to retire, | was nore than ready for ny bed. It
was a relief to close nmy chanber screen and be alone. | was just pulling off ny

annoying shirt and reflecting on what a strange day it had been when there was a
tap at ny door.

Before | could speak, Sevrens slid open the screen and slipped in. "Rega
commands your presence," he told ne.

"Now?" | asked owishly.

"Why el se woul d he send ne now?" Sevrens denanded.

Wearily | pulled my shirt back on and followed himout of the room Regal's
chanmbers were in an upper level of the palace. It was not really a second fl oor,
but nmore like a wooden terrace built to one side of the Geat Hall. The walls
were screens, and there was a sort of bal cony where he m ght stand and | ook down
bef ore descendi ng. These roons were nuch nore richly decorated. Sonme of the work
was obviously Chyurda, bright birds brushed onto silk panels and figurines
carved of anber. But nmuch of the tapestries and statues and hangi ngs | ooked to

me |ike things Regal had acquired for his own pleasure and confort. | stood
wai ting in his antechanber while he finished his bath. By the tine he anbl ed out
in his nightshirt, it was all | could do to keep ny eyes open

"Wl | ?" he dermanded of ne.

I | ooked at himblankly. "You summoned ne," | reninded him

"Yes. | did. | should Iike to know why it was necessary. | thought you had

recei ved sonme sort of training in this sort of thing. How |l ong were you going to
wait before you reported to nme?"

I could think of nothing to say. | had never renptely considered reporting to
Regal . To Shrewd or Chade, definitely, and to Verity. But to Regal ?

"Need | remind you of your duty? Report."

| hastily gathered ny wits. "Wuld you hear ny observations on the Chyurda as
a people? O information on the herbs they grow? Or-"

"I want to know what you are doi ng about your ... assignnent. Have you acted
yet? Have you nade a plan? When can we expect results, and of what kind? I
scarcely want the Prince dropping dead at ny feet, and nme unprepared for it."

I could scarcely credit what | was hearing. Never had Shrewd spoken so
bluntly or so openly of nmy work. Even when our privacy was assured, he circled
and danced and left nme to draw nmy own conclusions. | had seen Sevrens go into
hi s ot her chamber, but had no idea where the man was now or how sound carried in
this chanber. And Regal was speaking as if we were di scussing shoeing a horse.

"Are you being insolent, or stupid?" Regal demanded.

"Neither," | rejoined as politely as | was able. "I am being cautious. My
prince." | added the last in the hopes of putting the conversation on a nore
formal |evel

"You are being foolishly cautious. | trust nmy valet, and there is no one el se

here. So report. My bastard assassin.” He said the last words as if he thought
them cl everly sarcasti c.

I took a breath and reninded nmyself that | was a king's man. And in this tine
and place, this was as close to a king as | was going to get. | chose ny phrases
carefully. "Yesterday, in the garden, Princess Kettricken told me you had told
her | was a poisoner and that her brother, Rurisk, was nmy target."

"Alie," Regal said decisively. "I told her nothing of the kind. Either you
had clunsily betrayed yourself, or she was nerely fishing for information. |
hope you have not spoiled all by revealing yourself to her."

I could have lied nuch better than he did. | let his remarks slide by and
went on. | gave hima full report, of nmy poisoning, and of Rurisk and
Kettricken's early-norning visit. | repeated our conversation verbatim And when

I was finished, Regal spent a nunber of mnutes |ooking at his nails before he
spoke to ne. "And have you decided on a nethod and tine yet?"

I tried not to show ny surprise. "Under the circunstances, | thought it
better to abandon the assignment."
"No nerve," Regal observed with disgust. "I asked Father to send that old
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whore Lady Thyme. She'd have had himin his grave by now "

"Sir?" | asked questioningly. That he referred to Chade as Lady Thynme nade ne
nearly certain that he knew nothing at all. He suspected, of course, but naking
revel ati ons about Chade was definitely outside nmy realm

"Sir?" Regal mmcked back at ne, and for the first time | realized the man
was drunk. Physically, he carried it well. He did not stink of it, but it
brought all his pettiness to the surface. He sighed heavily, as if too disgusted
for words, then flung hinself down on a couch draped with bl ankets and cushi ons.
"Not hi ng has changed,"” he inforned ne. "You' ve been given your task. Do it. If
you are clever, you can nake it appear an accident. Having been so naively open
with Kettricken and Rurisk, neither will expect it. But | want it done. Before
tonorrow evening. "

"Before the weddi ng?" | asked incredulously. "Don't you think the death of
the bride's brother might lead her to cancel it?"
"I't would be no nore than tenporary if she did. | have her well in hand, boy.

She is easily dazzled. That end of this thing is ny concern. Yours is getting
rid of her brother. Now How will you do it?"

"I've no idea." That seened a better answer than saying | had no intention. |
woul d return to Buckkeep and report back to Shrewd and Chade. If they said | had
chosen wongly, then they mght do with ne as they w shed. But | renmenbered
Regal ‘s own voice, fromso | ong ago, quoting Shrewd. Don't do what you can't
undo, until you've considered what you can't do once you've done it.

"When will you know?" he denmanded sarcastically.

"I don't know," | hedged. "These things cannot be done recklessly or
sloppily. | need to study the man and his habits, explore his chanbers, and
| earn the habits of his servants. | nust find a way to-"

"The wedding is two days hence," Regal interrupted. The focus of his eyes
softened. "I already know all the things you say you nust discover. Easiest,
then, for me to plan it for you. Come to ne tonorrow night, and I will give you
your orders. Mnd this well, bastard. | do not want you to act before you have
informed ne. | would find any surprise unpleasant. You would find it deadly." He

lifted his eyes to mine, but | kept nmy face a careful blank

"You are dismssed," he told ne regally. "Report to ne here, tonorrow night,
at the sane tine. Do not nake ne send Sevrens to fetch you. He has nore
important tasks. And do not think my father will not hear of your laxity. He
will. He will regret not sending Bitch Thyne to do this little deed." He | eaned
back heavily and yawned, and | caught a whiff of wine, and a subtle snoke. |
wondered if he was | earning his nother's habits.

I returned to ny chanbers, intending to ponder carefully all my options and
formulate a plan. But so weary was | and half-sick still that | was asleep as
soon as ny head touched the pillow

CHAPTER TWENTY- TWO
Di | emmas

To THE DREAM THE Fool stood by ny bed. He | ooked down at ne and shook his
head. "Wy cannot | speak clearly? Because you nmake it all a nuddle. | see a
crossroads through the fog, and who always stands within it? You. Do you think
keep you alive because | amso entranced with you? No. It is because you create
so many possibilities. Wiile you live you give us nore choices. The nore
choi ces, the nore chances to steer for calnmer water. So it is not for your
benefit, but for the Six Duchies that | preserve your life. And your duty is the
same. To live so that you rmay continue to present possibilities."

I awoke in precisely the same quandary | had gone to sleep in. | had no idea
of what | was going to do. | lay in my bed, listening to the random sounds of
the pal ace awakening. | needed to talk to Chade. That was not possible. So |

lightly closed ny eyes and tried to think as he had taught ne. "Wat do you
know?" he woul d have asked me, and "Wat do you suspect?" So.
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Regal had lied to King Shrewd about Rurisk's health and his attitude toward
the Six Duchies. O, possibly, King Shrewd had lied to ne about what Regal had
said. O Rurisk had lied about his inclinations toward us. | pondered a nonent
and decided to follow ny first assunption.

Shrewd had never lied to ne, that | knew, and Rurisk could have sinply let ne
die instead of rushing to ny room So.

So Regal wanted Rurisk dead. O did he? If he wanted Ruri sk dead, why did he
betray ne to Kettricken? Unless she had |lied about that. | considered. Not
likely. She might wonder if Shrewd would send an assassin, but why would she
i medi ately decide to accuse nme? No. She had recogni zed ny nane. And known of
Lady Thyne. So.

And Regal had said, twi ce last night, that he had asked his father to send
Lady Thyne. But he had |ikew se betrayed her name to Kettricken. Wo did Rega
really want dead? Prince Rurisk? Or Lady Thyne or ne, after an assassination
attenpt was di scovered? And how did any of it benefit him and this marriage he
had engi neered? And why was he insisting | kill Rurisk, when all the politica
advant ages were to his living?

| needed to talk to Chade. | couldn't. | had to sonmehow decide this, nyself.
Unl ess.

Servants agai n brought water and fruit. | arose and dressed in ny annoying
clothes, and ate, and |eft ny chanbers. This day was nuch the sane as yesterday.
The hol i day atnosphere was beginning to wear on ne. | attenpted to enploy ny
time to advantage, enlarging ny know edge of the palace, its routines and
layout. | found Eyod's, Kettricken's, and Rurisk's chanbers. | also carefully
studi ed the staircase and support structures to Regal's. | discovered that Cob
slept in the stables, as did Burrich. | expected that of Burrich; he would not
surrender the care of Buckkeep horses until he | eft Jhaanpe; but why was Cob
sl eeping there? To inpress Burrich, or to watch hin? Sevrens and Rowd both sl ept
in the antechanber of Regal's apartnents, despite a plentitude of roonms in the
palace. | tried to study the distribution and schedul es of the guards and
sentries, but couldn't find any. And all the while | watched for August. It took
me the better part of the nmorning before | could find himin quiet circunstance.
"I need to talk to you. Privately," | told him

He | ooked annoyed and gl anced about to see if anyone were watching us. "Not
here, Fitz. Maybe when we get back to Buckkeep. |'ve official duties, and-"

I had been prepared for that. | opened ny hand, to show himthe pin the King
had gi ven nme so nany years ago. "Do you see this? | had it fromKing Shrewd, a
long tine ago. And with it, his promise that if | ever needed to speak to him |
need only showit and | would be admitted to his chanbers."

"How touchi ng," August observed cynically. "And had you sone reason for
telling nme this story? To inpress ne with your inportance, perhaps?"

"I need to speak to the King. Now. "

"He isn't here," August pointed out. He turned to wal k away.

I took hold of his arm turned himback to nme. "You can Skill to him"

He shook nme off angrily and gl anced about us again. "I nobst certainly cannot.
And would not, if | could. Do you think every man who can Skill is allowed to
i nterrupt the King?"

"l have shown you the pin. |I prom se you, he would not regard this as an
interruption.”

"l cannot."

"Verity, then."

"I do not Skill to Verity until he Skills to ne first. Bastard, you don't
understand. You took the training and you failed at it, and you really have not
the slightest conprehension of what the Skill is about. It is not |ike hallooing
to a friend across a valley. It is a serious thing, not to be used except for
serious purposes." Again he turned away from ne.

"Turn back, August, or regret it long." |I put every ounce of nenace | could
into my voice. It was an enpty threat; | had no real way to make himregret it,
other than threatening to tattle to the King. "Shrewd will not be pleased that
you i gnored his token."

August turned slowy back. He glared at nme. "Well. | will do this thing,
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then, but you nmust promse to take all blane for it."

"I will. WII you come to ny chanbers, then, and Skill for nme now?"
"I's there no other place?"
"Your chanbers?" | suggested

"No, that is even worse. Do not take it am ss, bastard, but | do not wish to
seemto associate with you."

"Take it not amss, lordling, that | feel the sane about you

In the end, on a stone bench, in a quiet part of Kettricken's herb garden,
August sat down and closed his eyes. "Wat nmessage am|l to Skill to Shrewd?"

I considered. This would be a gane of riddles, if | were to keep August
unaware of my true problem "Tell himPrince Rurisk's health is excellent, and

we may all hope to see himlive to old age. Regal still wi shes to give himthe
gift, but I do not think it appropriate.”
August opened his eyes. "The Skill is an inportant-"

"I know. Tell him™"

So August sat and took several breaths, and closed his eyes. After a few
monents he opened his eyes. "He says to listen to Regal ."

"That's al | ?"

"He was busy. And very irritated. Now | eave ne alone. | fear you' ve nade ne a
fool before ny king."

There were a dozen witty replies | could have nmade to that. But | |let him
wal k away. | wondered if he had Skilled to King Shrewd at all. | sat down on the
stone bench and reflected that | had gai ned nothing at all and wasted nuch tine.
The tenptation cane and | tried it. | closed ny owm eyes, breathed, focused,
opened nysel f. Shrewd, ny king.

Nothing. No reply. | doubt that | Skilled at all. | rose and went back into

t he pal ace.

Agai n that day, at noon, Kettricken ascended the dais al one. Her words today
were just as sinple as she announced that she was binding herself to the people
of the Six Duchies. Fromthis noment hence she was their Sacrifice, in al
things, for any reason that they commanded it of her. And then she thanked her
own peopl e, blood of her blood, who had raised her and treated her well, and
rem nded them she did not change her allegiance out of any |ack of affection for
them but only in the hopes that it would benefit both peoples. Again the
silence held as she descended the steps. Tonorrow would be her day to pl edge
herself to Verity as a woman to a nan. From what | understood, Regal and August
woul d stand beside her tonmorrow in Verity's stead, and August would Skill so
that Verity might see his bride nake her pledge to him

The day dragged for me. Jonqui came and took ne to visit the Blue Fountains.
I did my best to be interested and pleasant. W returned to the palace for nore
m nstrels and feasting and that evening's displays of arts by the nmountain
peopl e. Jugglers and acrobats perfornmed, and dogs did tricks and swordsnen
di spl ayed their prowess in staged bouts. Blue snoke was very much in evidence,
and nany were indul ging, swinging their tiny censers before themas they nmlled
about and talked to one another. | understood that for them it was like a
carris-seed cake, a holiday indul gence, but | avoided the trailing snoke of the
burn pots. | had to keep a clear head. Chade had supplied ne with a potion to
clear the head of wine funes, but | had and knew of none for snpke. And | was
unused to snoke. | found a clearer corner and stood apparently enraptured by a
m nstrel's song, but watching Regal over his shoul der.

Regal sat at a table, flanked by two brass burners. A very reserved August
sat a slight ways fromhim Fromtine to tine they spoke, August seriously, the
Prince dismssively. I was not close enough to hear the words, but | saw ny nane
and Skill from August's lips. | saw Kettricken approach Regal, and noted that
she avoi ded being in the direct draft of the snoke. Regal spoke long to her,
smling and | anguid, and reached once to tap her hand and the silver rings she
wore. He seened to be one of those that the snpke made tal kative and boastf ul
She seened to teeter like a bird on a branch, now draw ng cl oser to himand
smling, now draw ng back and becomng nore formal. Then Rurisk cane to stand
behind his sister. He spoke to Regal briefly and then took Kettricken's arm and
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drew her away. Sevrens appeared and repl eni shed Regal's burners. Regal gave a
foolish smle of thanks and said sonething, indicating the whole hall with a
wave of his hand. Sevrens |aughed, and left. Shortly afterward, Cob and Rowd
arrived to speak to Regal. August rose and stal ked indignantly off. Regal glared
and sent Cob to fetch himback. August came, but not graciously. Regal rebuked,
and August gl owered, then |lowered his eyes and conceded. | wi shed desperately
that | were close enough to hear what was said. Something, | felt, was
definitely afoot. It might be nothing to do with me and ny task. But sonehow I
doubted it.

I went over ny neager store of facts, feeling sure | was mssing the
significance of sonething. But | also wondered if | was not deceiving nyself.
Perhaps | was overreacting to everything. Perhaps the safest course was sinply
to do as Regal told nme and I et himaccept the responsibility. Perhaps | should
save tinme and cut nmy own throat.

I could, of course, go directly to Rurisk, tell himthat despite ny best
efforts, Regal still wanted hi mdead, and beg asylumof him After all, who
woul d not find attractive a trained assassin who had already turned on one
mast er ?

I could tell Regal | was going to kill Rurisk and then sinply not do it. |
t hought carefully about that.

I could tell Regal | was going to kill Rurisk, and then kill Regal instead.
The snmoke, | told nyself. Only the snoke nade that sound so w se.

I could go to Burrich and tell himl was really an assassin and ask his
advi ce about ny situation.

I could take the Princess's mare and ride off into the nmountains.

"So, are you enjoying yourself ?" Jonqui asked as she cane up and took ny
arm

I realized | was staring at a man juggling knives and torches. "I shall |ong
renenber this experience," | told her. And then suggested a stroll through the
cool of the gardens. | knew the snoke was affecting ne.

Late that night, | reported to Regal's chanber. Rowd adnitted ne this tineg,

smling pleasantly. "Good evening," he greeted nme, and | walked in as if into a
wol verine's den. But the air within the chanber was blue with snoke, and this
seenmed the source of Rowd's cheerful ness. Regal kept me waiting again, and
though | tucked ny chin to ny chest and breathed shallowy, |I knew the snoke was
affecting me. Control, | rem nded nyself, and tried not to feel the giddiness.
shifted in nmy seat several tinmes and finally resorted to openly covering ny
mout h and nose with a hand. It had small effect on screening the snoke.

| 1 ooked up as the screen to the inner chanber slid aside, but it was only
Sevrens. He glanced at Rowd, then came to sit beside nme. After a nonent of his
silence | asked, "WI| Regal see me now?"

Sevrens shook his head. "He is with a ... conpanion. But he has trusted ne
with all you need to know. " He opened his hand on the bench between us to show
me a tiny white pouch. "He has obtained this for you. He trusts you wll
approve. Alittle of this, mxed with wine, will cause death, but not soon
There will not even be synptons of death for several weeks, and then it cones as
a lethargy that gradually increases. The man does not suffer," he added, as if
this were ny prinmary concern.

I racked nmy brains. "lIs this Kex gun?" | had heard of such a poison, but
never seen it. If Regal had a source, Chade would want to know.

"l do not know its name, nor does it matter. Only this. Prince Regal says you
will have a use for it tonight. You will nake an opportunity."

"What does he expect of nme? That | will go to his chanbers, knock, and enter
wi th poisoned wine for hin Isn't that a bit obvi ous?"

"Done that way, of course it is. But surely your training has given you nore
finesse than that?"

"My training tells ne that things like this are not discussed with a valet. |
must hear this fromRegal, or | do not act."

Sevrens sighed. "My naster foresaw this. This is his nmessage. By the pin you
carry and the crest on your breast, he commands this. Refuse it, and you refuse
your king. You will be committing treason, and he will see you hang for it.
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"But |-"
"Take it and go. The longer you wait, the later it is, and the nore contrived
will seemyour visit to his chanbers.™
Sevrens rose abruptly and left me. Rowd sat |like a toad in the corner, eyeing

me and smiling. | would have to kill both of them before we returned to
Buckkeep, if | were to preserve ny useful ness as an assassin. | wondered if they
knew that. | smiled back at Rowd, tasting snoke in the back of ny throat. | took
my poi son and |eft.

Once at the base of Regal's staircase, | retreated to the wall where it was
nmost shadowed, and cl anbered as swiftly as | could up one of the supports of
Regal 's chanber. dinging like a cat, | snugged nyself up to the supports of the

chanber floor and waited. And waited. Until between the snoke whirling in ny
head and nmy own weariness and the lingering effects of Kettricken's herbs, |
wondered if | were dreaming all of it. | wondered if ny clunsy trap would yield
me nothing. | considered, finally, that Regal had told me he had specifically
requested Lady Thyme. But Shrewd had sent nme instead. | recalled how Chade had
puzzl ed over that. And finally |I recalled his words to nme. Had ny king given ne
up to Regal? And if he had, what did | owe to any of thenP Eventually, | saw
Rowd depart and, after what seened a very long tine, return with Cob

I could hear little through the floor, but enough to know Regal's voice. My
evening's plans were being divulged to Cob. Wien | was certain of it, | wiggled
out of my hiding place, clanbered down, and retreated to my own room There
made certain of some specialized supplies. | rem nded nyself, firmy, that | was
a king's man. | had told Verity so. | left ny chanber and wal ked softly through
the palace. In the Geat Hall, the conmon folk slept on mats on the floor, in
concentric circles around the dais, to have . reserved the best viewing of their
Princess's pledging tonorrow. | wal ked anong them and they did not stir. So mnuch

trust, so ill placed.

The chanbers of the royals were at the extrene rear of the palace, farthest
fromthe main entry. There were no guards. | wal ked past the door that led to
the bedroom of the reclusive King, past Rurisk's door, and to Kettricken's. Her
door was decorated wi th humm ngbirds and honeysuckle. | thought how nuch the
Fool would have liked it. | tapped lightly and waited. Slow nonents passed. |

tapped agai n.

I heard the scuff of bare feet on wood, and the painted screen slid open
Kettricken's hair had been freshly braided, but fine strands had al ready pulled
free around her face. Her |long white night robe accented her fairness, so that

she seenmed pale as the Fool. "Did you need sonethi ng?" she asked sl eepily.
"Only the answer to a question."” The snoke still twi ned through ny thoughts.
I wanted to snile, to be witty and clever before her. Pale beauty, | thought.

pushed the inpul se aside. She was waiting. "If | killed your brother tonight," I
said carefully, "what would you do?"

She did not even draw back fromnme. "I would kill you, of course. At |east,
woul d demand it done, in justice. As | am pl edged to your famly now, | could
not take your blood nyself."

"But would you go on with the weddi ng? Would you still marry Verity?"

"Wul d you like to cone in?"

"I haven't tinme. Wuld you marry Verity?"

"I am pl edged to the Six Duchies, to be their queen. | ampledged to their
people. Tonorrow, | pledge to the King-in-Waiting. Not to a man naned Verity.
But even were it otherw se, ask yourself, which is the nost binding? | am bound
already. It is not just ny word, but ny father's. And ny brother's. | would not
want to marry a man who had ordered ny brother's death. But it is not the man |
am pledged to. It is the Six Duchies. | amgiven there, in the hopes of it
benefiting nmy people. There |I nust go."

I nodded. "Thank you, ny l|lady. Forgive ny disturbing your rest."

"Where do you go now?"

"To your brother."

She remmi ned standing in her door as | turned and wal ked to her brother's
chanber. | tapped and waited. Rurisk nust have been restive, for he opened the
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door much nore quickly.

"May | come in?"

"Certainly." Gracious, as | had expected. The edge of a giggle teased at ny
resol ve. Chade woul d not be proud of you just now, | counseled nyself, and
refused to smile.

| entered and he cl osed the door behind ne. "Shall we have wi ne?" | asked
hi m

"If you wish it," he said, puzzled but polite. | seated nyself on a chair
whi | e he unstoppered a carafe and poured for us. There was a censer on his
table, too, still warm | had not seen himindul ge earlier. He probably had
thought it nore safe to wait until he was alone in his chamber. But you never
can tell when an assassin will conme calling with a pocketful of death. | pushed
down a silly smle. He filled two glasses. | |eaned forward and showed hi m mny
twi st of paper. Painstakingly, | tipped it into his wine, picked up the glass,
and swirled it to see it well dissolved. | handed it to him

"I'"ve conme to poison you, you see. You die. Then Kettricken kills ne. Then
she marries Verity." | lifted ny glass and sipped fromit. Apple wi ne. From
Farrow, | guessed. Probably part of the wedding gifts. "So what does Rega
gai n?"

Ruri sk eyed his wine with distaste and set it aside. He took my glass from ny
hand. He drank fromit. There was no shock in his voice as he said, "He's rid of
you. | gather he does not val ue your conpany. He has been very gracious to ne,
extending many gifts to ne as well as to my kingdom But if | were dead,
Kettricken would be left sole heir to the Muntain Kingdom That woul d benefit
the Six Duchies, would it not?"

"W cannot protect the land we already have. And | think Regal would see it
as benefiting Verity, not the kingdom" | heard a noi se outside the door. "That
will be Cob, coming to catch ne in the act of poisoning you," | surnised.
rose, went to the door, and opened it. Kettricken pushed past ne into the room
| closed the screen quickly behind her

"He's conme to poison you," she warned Rurisk

"I know," he said gravely. "He put it in my wine. That's why |'mdrinking
his." He refilled the glass fromthe carafe and offered it to her. "It's apple,"”
he caj ol ed when she shook her head.

"l don't see any hunor in this," she snapped. Rurisk and | |ooked at one
anot her and grinned foolishly. Snoke.

Her brother smiled benignly. "lIt's like this. FitzChivalry realized tonight
he is a dead nan. Too nmany peopl e have been told he is an assassin. If he kills
me, you kill him If he doesn't kill me, how can he go honme and face his king?
Even if his king forgives him half the court will know he's an assassin. That
makes hi m usel ess. Usel ess bastards are a liability to royalty." Rurisk finished
his lecture by draining the rest of the gl ass.

"Kettricken told me that even if | killed you tonight, she would still pledge
to Verity tonorrow. "

Agai n, he was not surprised. "What would she gain by refusing? Only the
enmty of the Six Duchies. She would be forsworn to your people, a great shane
to our people. She woul d becone outcast, to the good of no one. It would not
bring me back."

"And woul d not your people rise up at the thought of giving her to such a
man?"

"W woul d protect themfrom such know edge. Eyod and ny sister would, anyway.
Shal |l a whole kingdomrise to war over the death of one man? Renenber, | am
Sacrifice here."

For the first time | dimy understood what that neant.

"I may soon be an enmbarrassment to you," | warned him "I was told it was a
sl ow poison. But | looked at it. It is not. It is a sinple extract of deadroot,
and actually rather swift, if given in sufficient quantity. First, it gives a
man trenors."” Rurisk extended his hands on the table, and they trenbl ed.
Kettricken | ooked furious with both of us. "Death follows swiftly. And | expect
I am supposed to be caught in the act and di sposed of along with you."

Rurisk clutched at his throat, then et his head loll forward on his chest.
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"l am poi soned!" he intoned theatrically.

"I'"ve had enough of this," Kettricken spat, just as Cob tore the door open

"*Ware treachery!" he cried. He went white at the sight of Kettricken. "My
| ady princess, tell ne you have not drunk of the wine! This traitorous bastard
has poi soned it!"

I think his drama was rather spoiled by the | ack of response. Kettricken and
I exchanged | ooks. Rurisk rolled fromhis chair onto the floor. "Ch, stop it,"
she hissed at him

"l put the poison in the wine," |I told Cob genially. "Just as | was charged
to do."

And then Rurisk's back arched in his first convul sion

The blinding realization of how | had been duped took but an instant. Poison
inthe wine. Agift of Farrow apple wi ne, probably given this very evening.
Regal had not trusted nme to put it there, but it was easy enough to acconpli sh,
inthis trusting place. | watched Rurisk arch again, know ng there was not hi ng
could do. Already, there was the spreadi ng nunbness in nmy own nouth. | wondered,
al nrost idly, how strong the dose had been. | had only had a sip. Wuld | die
here, or on a scaffold?

Kettricken herself understood, a nonent later, that her brother was truly
dying. "You soulless filth!" she spat at nme, and then sank down at Rurisk's
side. "To lull himwith jests and snobke, to smle with himas he dies!" Her eyes
flashed to Cob. "I demand his death. Tell Regal to cone here, now"

I was noving for the door, but Cob was faster. O course. No snoke for Cob
this night. He was faster and nore nuscular than |, clearer of head. H's arns
cl osed around ne and he bore nme down to the floor. His face was close to nmine as
he drove his fist into ny belly. | knew this breath, this scent of sweat. Smthy
had scented this, before he died. But this tinme the knife was in ny sleeve and
very sharp and treated with the sw ftest poison Chade knew. After | put it into
him he managed to hit ne tw ce, good solid punches, before he fell back, dying.
Good- bye, Cob. As he fell | suddenly saw a freckly stable boy saying, "Cone
al ong now, there's sonme good fellows." It could have gone so nany different
ways. | had known this man; killing himkilled a part of ny own life.

Burrich was going to be very upset with ne.

Al'l those thoughts had taken but a fraction of a second. Cob's outflung hand
had not struck the floor before | was noving for the door

Kettricken was even faster. | think it was a brass water ewer. | sawit as a
white burst of light.

When | came to nyself, everything hurt. The npst imrediate pain was in ny
wists, for the cords that knotted themtogether behind nmy back were unbearably

tight. I was being carried. Sort of. Neither Rowd nor Sevrens seened to nuch
care if parts of ne dragged. Regal was there, with a torch, and a Chyurda
didn't know |l eading the way with another. | didn't know where | was, either,

except that we were outdoors.

"I's there nowhere el se we can put hinf? No place especially secure?" Regal was
demandi ng. There was a nuttered reply, and Regal said, "No, you are right. W do
not want to raise a great outcry right now Tonobrrow is soon enough. Not that |

think he will live that long."
A door was opened and | was flung headlong to an earthen floor barely
cushioned by straw. | breathed dust and chaff. | could not cough. Regal gestured

with his torch. "Go to the Princess," he instructed Sevrens. "Tell her | wll be
there shortly. See if there is anything we can do to nake the Prince nore
confortable. You, Rowd, summon August from his chanbers. W will need his Skil
so that King Shrewd may know how he has succored a scorpion. | will need his
approval before the bastard dies. If he lives | ong enough to be condemmed. Go
on, now. Go."

And they left, the Chyurda lighting their way for them Regal renmined,
| ooki ng down on ne. He waited until their footfalls were distant before he
ki cked ne savagely in the ribs. | cried out wordlessly, for nmy nouth and throat
were nunb. "It seens to ne we have been here before, have we not? You wal | owi ng
in straw, and ne | ooki ng down on you, wondering what m sfortune had brought you
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into my life? Odd, how so many things end as they begin.

"And so rmuch of justice is a circle, also. Consider how you fall to poison
and treachery. Just as ny nother did. Ah, you start. Did you think I did not
know? | knew. | know nmuch you do not think I know Everything fromthe stench of
Lady Thyne to how you | ost your Skill when Burrich would no |onger let you tap
his strength. He was swi ft enough to abandon you when he saw it m ght otherw se
cost himhis life."

A trenor shook nme. Regal threw back his head and | aughed. Then he gave a sigh
and turned. "A pity | cannot stay and watch. But | have a princess to console.
Poor thing, pledged to a man she al ready hates."

Either Regal left then, or | did. | amnot clear. It was as if the sky opened
up and | flowed out into it. "Being open," Verity told ne, "is sinply not being
closed." Then | dreaned, | think, of the Fool. And of Verity, sleeping with his
arnms w apped around his head, as if to keep his thoughts in. And of Galen's
voi ce, echoing in a dark, cold chanber. "Tonmorrow is better. Wen he Skills now,
he scarce has any sense of the roomhe sits in. W do not have enough bond for
me to do this froma distance. A touch will be required."

There was a squeaking in the dark, a disagreeable nouse of a mind that | did
not know. "Do it now, " it insisted.

"Do not be foolish," Galen rebuked it. "Shall we lose it all now, for the
sake of haste? Tonorrow i s soon enough. Let nme worry about that part. You nust
tidy things there. Rowd and Sevrens know too nuch. And the stabl enaster has
annoyed us too long."

"You |l eave ne standing in a bloodbath," the nouse squeaked angrily.

"Wade through it to a throne," Gl en suggest ed.

"And Cob is dead. Wio will see to ny horses on the way home?"

"Leave the stabl enaster, then," Galen said in disgust. And then, considering:
"I will do himnmnyself, when you get hone. | shall not nmind. But the others were
better done quickly. Perhaps the bastard poi soned other wine, in your quarters.
A pity your servants got into it."

"l suppose. You nust find ne a new valet."

"W will have your wife do that for you. You should be with her now. She has
just lost her brother. You nust be horrified at what has cone to pass. Try to
bl ane the bastard rather than Verity. But not too convincingly. And tonorrow,
when you are as bereaved as she, well, we shall see what nutual synpathy | eads
to."

"She is big as a cow and pale as a fish."

"But with the nountain |ands, you will have a defensible inland ki ngdom You
know t he Coastal Duchies will not stand for you, and Farrow and Tilth cannot
stand al one between the nountains and the Coastal Duchies. Besides, she need not
live longer than her first child' s birth."

"FitzChivalry Farseer," Verity said in his sleep. King Shrewd and Chade
pl ayed at dice bones together. Patience stirred in her sleep. "Chivalry?" she
asked softly. "Is that you?"

"No," | said. "It's no one. No one at all."

She nodded and sl ept on

When ny eyes focused again, it was dark and | was alone. My jaws trenbl ed,
and ny chin and shirtfront were wet with ny own saliva. The nunbness seened
less. | wondered if that neant the poison wouldn't kill me. | doubted that it
mattered; | would have small chance to speak in my own behalf. My hands had gone
numb. At least they didn't hurt anynore. | was horribly thirsty. | wondered if
Ruri sk was dead yet. He had taken a | ot nore of the wine than | had. And Chade
had said it was quick.

As if in answer to ny question, a cry of purest pain rose to the noon. The
ulul ation seenmed to hang there, and to pull ny heart out with it as it rose.
Nosy's master was dead.

I flung nyself toward him wapped the Wt around him | know, | know, and we
shi vered together as one he had | oved passed beyond reach. The great al oneness
wr apped us toget her

Boy? Faint, but true. A paw and a nose, and a door edged open. He padded
toward nme, his nose telling nme how bad | snelled. Snoke and bl ood and fear
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sweat. Wen he reached ne, he lay down beside nme and put his head on ny back
Wth the touch came the bond again. Stronger now that Rurisk was gone

He left ne. It hurts.

I know. A long tinme passed. Free nme? The old dog lifted his head. Men cannot
grieve as dogs do. W should be grateful for that. But fromthe depths of his
angui sh, he still rose, and set worn teeth to ny bonds. |I felt themloosen, a
strand at a tine, but had not even the strength to pull themapart. Nosy turned
his head to set his back teeth to them

At last the thongs parted. | pulled nmy arns forward. That nade everything
hurt differently. | still could not feel ny hands, but | could roll over and get
my face out of the straw. Nosy and | sighed together. He put his head on ny
chest and | wrapped a stiff armaround him Another trenor shook me. My nuscl es
cl enched and uncl enched thenselves so violently that | saw dots of light. But it
passed, and | still breathed.

| opened ny eyes again. Light blinded nme, but | did not knowif it was real
Beside ne, Nosy's tail thunped the straw. Burrich slowy sank down beside us. He
put a gentle hand on Nosy's back. As ny eyes adjusted to his lantern | could see
the grief in his face. "Are you dying?" he asked ne. His voice was so neutral
it was |ike hearing a stone speak

"I"'mnot sure." That was what | tried to say. My nouth still wasn't working
very well. He rose and wal ked away. He took the lantern with him | lay alone in
t he dark.

Then the |ight cane back and Burrich with a bucket of water. He lifted ny
head and sl oshed sonme into nmy nouth. "Don't swallowit," he cautioned ne, but |
couldn't have nmade those nuscles work anyway. He washed out ny nmouth tw ce nore

and then half drowned ne trying to get nme to drink sone. | fended off the bucket
with a wooden hand. "No," | managed.

After a bit nmy head seened to clear. | noved ny tongue against ny teeth and
could feel them "I killed Cob," I told him

"l know. They brought his body out to the stables. No one wanted to tell ne
anyt hing. "

"How did you know to find nme?"

He sighed. "I just had a feeling."

"You heard Nosy."

"Yes. The howing."

"That isn't what | meant."

He was quiet a long tine. "Sensing a thing isn't the sane as using a thing."

I couldn't think of anything to say back to that. After a while | said, "Cob
is the one who knifed you on the stairs.”

"Was he?" Burrich considered. "I had wondered why the dogs barked so little.
They knew him Only Smithy reacted. ™
My hands screaned suddenly to life. | folded themto nmy chest and rocked over

them Nosy whi ned.
"Stop it," Burrich hissed

"Just now, | can't helpit," | replied. "It all hurts so bad, I'mspilling
out all over."
Burrich was silent. "Are you going to help me?" | asked finally.

"I don't know," he said softly, and then, alnost pleadingly, "Fitz, what are
you? What have you becone?"

"I amwhat you are," | told himhonestly. "A king's man. Burrich, they're
going to kill Verity. If they do, Regal will becone King."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"If we stay here while | explainit all, it will happen. Help ne get out of
here. "

He seened to take a very long time to think about it. But in the end, he
hel ped ne to stand and | held on to his sleeve as | staggered out of the stables
and into the night.

CHAPTER TVENTY- THREE
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The Weddi ng

THE ART OF DI PLOVACY is the luck of know ng nore of your rival's secrets than
he knows of yours. Always deal froma position of power. These were Shrewd's
maxi ns. And Verity abided by them

"You have to get August. He's the only hope Verity has." W were sitting in
the grayness before dawn on a hillside above the palace. W had not gotten far
The terrain was steep, and | was in no condition for hiking. | was beginning to
suspect that Regal's kick had renewed Galen's old danage to ny ribs. Every deep
breath stabbed ne. Regal's poison still sent trenors through nme, and ny | egs
buckl ed often and unpredictably. Alone, | could not stand, for ny |egs would not
support me. | could not even cling to a tree trunk and hold nyself upright;
there was no strength in nmy arns. Around us in the dawn forest birds call ed,
squirrels were gathering stores for the winter, and insects chirred. It was
hard, in the mdst of all that life, to wonder how nmuch of this damage was
permanent. Were the days and strength of ny youth already spent, and nothing
left to me but trenbling and weakness? | tried to push the question fromny
mnd., to concentrate on the greater problens facing the Six Duchies. | stilled
nmysel f, as Chade had taught ne. Around us, the trees were immense, with a
presence |ike peace. | understood why Eyod would not cut themfor tinber. Their
needl es were soft beneath us, the fragrance soothing. | wished | could just lie
back and sleep, like Nosy at nmy side. Qur pains still mngled together, but at
| east Nosy could escape his in sleep

"What nmakes you think August would help us?" Burrich asked. "If | could get
hi m out here."

I pulled nmy thoughts back to our dilemma. "I don't think he's involved with
the rest of it. | think he is still loyal to the King." | had presented ny
information to Burrich as nmy own careful conclusions. He was not a man likely to
be convi nced by phantom voi ces overheard in ny head. So | could not tell him
that Gal en had not suggested killing August, and therefore he was probably
ignorant of their plot. | was still unsure nyself of what | had experienced.
Regal could not Skill. Even if he could, how could | have overheard Skilling
between two others? No, it had to be sonething el se, sone other magic. O
Gal en' s devising? Was he capable of a magic that strong? | did not know. So nuch
I did not know. | forced nyself to set it all aside. For now, it fit the facts
had, better than any other supposition |I could inagine.

"If he's loyal to the King, and has no suspicions of Regal, then he is |oya
to Regal as well,"” Burrich pointed out as if | were a witling.

"Then we'll have to force him sonmehow. Verity nust be warned."

"OF course. I'll just walk in, put a knife to August's back, and march him
out of there. No one will bother us."

I floundered for ideas. "Bribe sonmeone to lure himout here. Then junp him"

"Even if | knew soneone bribable, what would we use?"

"I have this." | touched the earring in ny ear

Burrich | ooked at it and al nbost junped. "Where did you get that?"

"Patience gave it to me. Right before | left."

"She had no right!" And then, nore quietly: "I thought it went to his grave
with him"

I was silent, waiting.

Burrich | ooked aside. "It was your father's. | gave it to him" He spoke
qui etly.

"\ 2"

"Because | wanted to, obviously." He closed the topic.

I reached up and began to unfasten it.

"No," he said gruffly. "Keep it where it is. But it is not a thing to be
spent in a bribe. These Chyurda can't be bribed anyway."

I knew he was right about that. | tried to think of other plans. The sun was
com ng up. Mrning, when Galen would act. Perhaps had already acted. | wi shed
knew what was going on in the palace below D d they know | was m ssing? Was
Kettricken preparing to pledge herself to a man she would hate? Wre Sevrens and
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Rowd dead yet? If not, could | turn them against Regal by warning then

"Someone's coming!" Burrich flattened hinself. | lay back, resigned to
what ever happened. | had no physical fight left in nme. "Do you know her?"
Burrich breathed.

I turned ny head. Jonqui, preceded by a little dog that would never clinb a
tree for Rurisk again. "The King's sister." | didn't bother whispering. She was
carrying one of nmy nightshirts, and an instant later the tiny dog was | eaping
joyously around us. He ronped invitingly at Nosy, but Nosy just |ooked at him
mournfully. An instant later Jonqui strode up to us.

"You nmust cone back," she said to nme without preanble. "And you nust hurry."

"Hard enough to conme back," | told her, "without hurrying to ny death." | was
wat chi ng behind her for other trackers. Burrich had risen and taken a defensive
posture over ne.

"No death," she pronmised me calmy. "Kettricken has forgiven you. | have been
counseling her since last night, but only lately convinced her. She has invoked
her kin right to forgive kin for injury to kin. By our law, if kin forgive kin,
no other can do otherw se. Your Regal sought to dissuade her, but only nade her
angry. "Here, while | amin this palace, | can still invoke the |law of the
mount ai n people,' she told him King Eyed agreed. Not because he does not nourn
Ruri sk, but because the strength and wi sdom of Jhaanpe | aw nmust be respected, by
all. So, you nust cone back."

I considered. "And have you forgiven nme?"

"No," she snorted. "I do not forgive ny nephew s murderer. But | cannot
forgive you for what you did not do. | do not believe you would drink wi ne you
had poi soned. Not even a little. Those of us who know best the dangers of
poi sons tenpt themleast. You would have just pretended to drink, and never
spoken of poison at all. No. This was done by soneone who believes hinself very
clever, and believes others are very stupid."

| felt rather than saw Burrich |ower his guard. But | couldn't conpletely
relax. "Wiy can't Kettricken just forgive me and |let nme go away? Wy nust | cone
back?"

"There is no time for this!" Jonqui hissed, and it was the closest | had seen
to an angry Chyurda. "Shall | take nonths and years to teach you all | know
about bal ances? For a pull, a push, for a breath, a sigh? Do you think no one
can feel how power slews and tilts just now? A princess nust endure being
bartered away like a cow. But ny niece is not a playing piece to be won in a

di ce ganme. Whoever killed nmy nephew clearly wi shed you to die also. Shall | let
himwin that toss? | think not. | do not know who | wish to win; until | do, |
will let no player be elininated."

"That's logic | understand," Burrich said approvingly. He stooped and haul ed
me suddenly to ny feet. The world rocked alarmngly. Jonqui canme to put her
shoul der under my other arm They wal ked and ny feet marionetted across the
ground between them Nosy heaved hinself to his feet and followed. And so we
returned to the pal ace at Jhaanpe.

Burrich and Jonqui took me right through the people gathered all throughout
the grounds and palace to ny room | actually excited little interest. | was
just an outlander who had had too nuch wi ne and snoke | ast night. People were
too absorbed in finding good places fromwhich to view the dais to worry about
me. There was no air of nmourning, so | assunmed the word of Rurisk's death had
not been rel eased. Wen we finally entered ny room Jonqui's placid face
dar kened.

"I did not do this! | only took a nightshirt, to give Ruta a scent."

"Thi s" was the disassenbly of ny room It had been thoroughly if not
di screetly done. Jonqui inmediately set to putting things right, and after a

moment Burrich helped her. | sat in a chair and tried to nmake sense of the
situation. Nosy, unnoticed, curled up in a corner. | unthinkingly extended
confort to him Burrich imedi ately glanced at nme, then at the woebegone dog. He
| ooked away. Wen Jonqui left to fetch wash water and food for ne, | asked

Burrich, "Have you found a tiny wooden chest? Carved with acorns?"
He shook his head. So they had taken my poison cache. | would have liked to
prepare another dagger, or even a powder to fling. Burrich could not be always
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beside ne to protect me, and | certainly couldn't fend off an attacker, or run
away in nmy present condition. But ny trade tools were gone. | would have to hope
I wouldn't need them | suspected Rowd was the one who had been here and
wondered if this had been his last act. Jonqui returned with water and food and
then excused herself. Burrich and | shared wash water and with sone help
managed to change into clean, if sinple, clothes. Burrich ate an apple. My
stomach quailed at the nere thought of food, but | drank the water, cold from
the well, that Jonqui had brought ne. Getting nmy throat nuscles to swallow stil
took conscious effort, and | felt |like the water sloshed unpl easantly inside ne.
But | suspected it was good for ne.

And | felt each nonent ticking by, and wondered when Gal en woul d make his
nove.

The screen slid aside. | |ooked up, expecting Jonqui again, but August
entered on a wave of contenpt. He spoke i mredi ately, anxious to do his errand
and depart. "I do not cone here of ny ow volition. | cone at the bidding of the

King-in-Waiting, Verity, to speak his words for him This is his nessage,
exactly. He is grieved beyond telling by-"

"You Skilled to hinf Today? Was he wel | ?"

August seethed at ny question. "He was scarcely well. He is grieved beyond
telling at Rurisk's death, and at your betrayal. He bids you draw strength from
those around you loyal to you, for you will need it to face him"

"I's that all?" | asked.

"Fromthe King-in-Waiting, Verity, it is. Prince Regal bids you attend upon
him and swiftly, for the tine of the cerenony is only hours away, and he nust
be attired for it. And your cowardly poison, no doubt neant for Regal, has found
poor Sevrens and Rowd. Now Regal nust do with an untrained valet. It will take
himlonger to dress. So do not keep himwaiting. He is in the steans, to try to
restore hinself. You may find himthere."

"How tragic for him An untrained valet,'

Burrich said acidly.

August puffed up like a toad. "It is scarcely hunorous. Have not you | ost Cob
as well to this scoundrel? How can you bear to aid hinP"
"If your ignorance were not protecting you, August, | mght dispel it."

Burrich stood, |ooking dangerous.

"You, too, will face charges," August warned himas he retreated. "I amto
say to you, Burrich, that King-in-Waiting Verity is not unaware of how you
attenpted to help the bastard escape, serving himas if he were your Kking
instead of Verity. You will be judged."

"Did Verity say so?" Burrich asked curiously.

"He did. He said you were once the best of king's nmen to Chivalry, but
apparently you had forgotten how to aid those who truly serve the King. Recal
it, he bids you, and assures you of his great wath if you do not return to
stand before him and receive what your deeds nerit."

"I recall it only too well. | wll bring Fitz to Regal."

" Now?"

"As soon as he has eaten."

August glowered at himand | eft. Screens cannot be effectively slamred, but
he tried.

"I have no stomach to eat, Burrich," | protested.

"I know that. But we need tinme for this. | marked Verity's choice of words,
and found nore in themthan August did. Did you?"

| nodded, feeling defeated. "I understood also. But it is beyond ne."

"Are you sure? Verity does not think so, and he knows of such things. And you
told nme that was why Cob tried to kill nme, because they suspected you of draw ng

on ny strength. So Galen believes you can do it, too." Burrich crossed to ne and
went down stiffly on one knee. His bad | eg stretched awkwardly behind him He
took ny lax hand and placed it on his shoulder. "I was king's man to Chivalry,"
he told ne quietly. "Verity knewit. | have no Skill mnyself, you understand. But
Chivalry gave nme to understand that for such a taking, it was not as inportant
as the friendship between us. | have strength, and there were sone few tines
that he needed it, and | gave it willingly. So | have withstood this before, in
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worse circunstances. Try, boy. If we fail, we fail, but at least we will have
tried."

"l don't know how. | don't know how to Skill, and |I certainly don't know how
to tap sonmeone else's strength to do it. And even if | did, if | succeeded, |
mght kill you."

"I'f you succeed, our king may live. That is what | amsworn to. And you?" He
made it all seem so sinple.

So | tried. | opened ny mind, | reached for Verity. | tried, with no idea
how, to draw strength fromBurrich. But all | heard was the twittering of birds
outside the palace walls, and Burrich's shoul der was only a place to rest ny
hand. | opened ny eyes. | didn't have to tell himl'd failed; he knew. He sighed
heavi l y.

"Well. | suppose | take you to Regal," he said.

"If we did not go, we would be forever curious as to what he wanted,"
added.

Burrich did not smile. "You have a fey nobod on you," he said. "You sound nore
i ke the Fool than yourself."

"Does the Fool talk to you?" | asked curiously.
"Sometimes," he said, and took my armto help ne up.
"It seems like the closer | walk to death,” | told him "the funnier

everyt hing seens.”

"To you, perhaps," he said crossly. "I wonder what he wants."

"To bargain. There can be nothing else. And if he wants to bargain, we nmay be
able to gain sonething."

"You speak as if Regal follows the sane rules of common sense as the rest of
us. |I've never known himto do that. And |'ve always hated court intrigue,"”
Burrich conplained. "I'd rather clean stalls.”" He pulled ne again to ny feet.

If I had ever wondered how deadroot felt to its victim | knewit now | did
not think I would die of it. But |I did not know how much of a life it would

| eave nme either. My legs trenbled under nme, and nmy grip was uncertain. | could
feel random nuscle tw tches throughout ny body. Neither my breath nor the
beating of nmy heart was predictable. | longed to be still, where | could listen

to nmy own body and deci de what had been done to it. But Burrich guided ny steps
patiently, and Nosy drooped al ong behi nd us.

| had not been to the steans before, but Burrich had. A separate tulip bud
encl osed a bubbling hot spring, tamed to use as a bath. A Chyurda stood outside
it; | recognized himas the torchbearer fromthe night before. If he thought
anyt hi ng odd about ny reappearance, he did not showit. He stepped aside as if
expecting us, and Burrich dragged nme up the steps to enter.

Cl ouds of steamfogged the air, carrying a mneral scent with them W passed
a stone bench or two; Burrich wal ked carefully on the smooth tile floor as we
approached the source of the steam The water rose in a central spring, with
bricked sides built up around it to contain it. Fromthere it was channeled in
troughs to other, smaller baths, varying the heat by the length of the trough
and the depth of the pond. The steam and the noise of the falling water filled
the air. | did not find it pleasant; | labored just to breathe already. My eyes
adjusted to the dimess, and | saw Regal soaking in one of the larger baths. He
| ooked up at our approach

"Ah," he said, as if well pleased. "August told nme Burrich would bring you
Well. | suppose you know the Princess has forgiven your nmurder of her brother?
And in this place, at |east, by doing so she preserves you fromjustice. | think
it a waste of time, but |ocal custonms nust be honored. She says she considers
you part of her kin group now, and so | nust treat you as kin. She fails to
under stand you were not born of a lawful union, and hence have no kin rights at
all. Ah, well. WII you dismss Burrich and join me in the springs? It m ght
ease you. You | ook very unconfortable, held up like a shirt on the washline." He
spoke so genially, so affably, as if unaware of ny hatred.

"What do you wish to tell ne, Regal ?" | kept ny voice flat.

"WIIl not you send Burrich away?" he asked agai n.

"I amnot a fool."

"One could argue that, but very well. | suppose | nmust send hi maway, then."
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The steam and the noise of the waters had cl oaked the Chyurda well. He was
taller than Burrich, and his cudgel was already in notion as Burrich turned. If
he hadn't been supporting ny weight, he could have avoided it. Burrich turned
his head, but the cudgel hit his skull with a terrible, sharp sound, |ike an ax
biting wood. Burrich fell, and I with him | landed half in one of the smaller
ponds. It was not scal ding, but nearly so. | managed to roll out of it, but
could not regain ny feet. My | egs would not obey me. Burrich beside ne lay very
still. | reached a hand toward him but could not touch him

Regal stood up and notioned to the Chyurda. "Dead?"

The Chyurda stirred Burrich with a foot, gave a curt nod.

"Good." Regal .was briefly pleased. "Drag hi mback behind that deep tank in

the corner. Then you may go." To ne, he said, "It's unlikely anyone will be
comng in here until after the cerenpbny. They're too busy jostling for
positions. And back in that corner ... well, | doubt if he'll be found before

you are."

I could nake no response. The Chyurda stooped and seized Burrich by the
ankl es. As he dragged hi maway the dark brush of his hair feathered a trail of
bl ood on the tiles. A dizzying m xture of hatred and despair roiled with the

poi son t hrough ny blood. A cold purpose rose and set in nme. | could not hope to
live now, but it did not seeminportant. Warning Verity did. And avengi ng
Burrich. | had no plans, no weapons, no possibilities. So play for tinme, Chade's

counsel advised nme. The nore tine you create for yourself, the better the chance
that sonmething will present itself. Delay him Perhaps sonmeone will cone to see
why the Prince is not dressing for the weddi ng. Perhaps soneone el se will want
to use the steans before the cerenony. Engage hi m sonehow.

"The Princess-" | began

"I's not a problem" Regal finished for ne. "The Princess did not forgive
Burrich. Only you. What | have done to himis well within nmy rights. He is a
traitor. He nust pay. And the man disposing of himwas nost fond of his prince,
Ruri sk. He has no objections to any of this."

The Chyurda left the steans without a glance back. My hands scrabbl ed weakly
on the snmooth tile floor but found no purchase. Regal busily dried hinself al
the while. Wien the man was gone, he cane to stand over nme. "Aren't you going to
call for hel p?" he asked brightly.

| took a breath, pushed down ny fear. | nustered as nmuch contenpt for Rega
as | could find. "To whon? Who woul d hear ne over the water?"

"So you save your strength. Wse. Pointless, but wse."

"Do you think Kettricken will not know what happened?”

"She will know you went to the steans, unwisely in your condition. You
sl i pped beneath the hot, hot water. Such a shame."

"Regal, this is madness. How many bodi es do you think you can | eave in your
wake? How will you explain Burrich's death?"

"To your first question, quite a few, as long as they are not people of
consequence." He stooped over ne, and gripped ny shirt. He dragged ne while
thrashed weakly, a fish out of water. "And to your second, well, the sane. How
much fuss do you think anyone will raise over a dead stabl enan? You are so
obsessed with your plebeian self-inportance that you extend it to your
servants." He dunped ne carelessly half atop Burrich. His still-warm body
sprawl ed facedown on the floor. Blood was congealing on the tiles around his
face, and still dripping fromhis nose. A slow bubble of blood fornmed on his
lips, broke with his faint exhalation. He lived still. | shifted to conceal it
fromRegal. If | could survive, Burrich m ght have a chance al so

Regal noticed nothing. He tugged ny boots off and set them aside. "You see,
bastard,"” he said as he paused to catch his breath. "Ruthl essness creates its
own rules. So ny nother taught ne. People are intimdated by a man who acts with
no apparent regard for consequences. Behave as if you cannot be touched and no
one will dare to touch you. Look at the whole situation. Your death will anger
sone people, yes. But enough to nmake themtake actions that would affect the
security of the whole Six Duchies? |I think not. Besides, your death will be
eclipsed by other things. I'd be a fool not to take this opportunity to renove
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you." Regal was so dammably cal m and superior. | fought him but he was
surprisingly strong for the indulgent Iife he led. | felt like a kitten as he
shook ne out of nmy shirt. He folded my clothes neatly and set them aside.
"Mnimal alibis will work. If |I made too much effort to appear guiltless, people
m ght think | cared. They might start then to pay attention thenselves. So, |
sinmply know nothing. My man saw you enter with Burrich after | had left. And

go now to conplain to August that you never came to talk with nme so that | night

forgive you, as | had prom sed Princess Kettricken. I will reprinmnd August nost
severely for not bringing you hinmself." He | ooked around. "Let's see. A nice
deep hot one. Right here." | clutched at his throat as he levered ne up to the

edge, but he shook me off easily.
"Good- bye, bastard," he said calmMy. "Pardon ny haste, but you have quite
del ayed nme. And | nust rush to dress nyself. O | shall be late for the

weddi ng. "

And he tunbled nme in.

The pool was deeper than | was tall, designed to be neck-high on a tal
Chyurda. It was painfully hot to ny unprepared body. It drove the air fromny
lungs and | sank. | pushed feebly off the bottom and managed to get ny face
above water. "Burrich!" | wasted ny breath on a shout to soneone who coul d not

aid ne. The water closed on me again. My arns and | egs woul d not work together
I blundered into a wall and pushed nyself under before | could once again
surface and gasp in sone air. The hot water was | oosening ny already flaccid
muscles. | think | would still have been drowning even if the water had been
only knee-deep.

I lost count of how many tinmes | floundered to the surface, to gasp a breath.
The snoot h-worked stone of the walls eluded nmy palsied grip, and nmy ribs stabbed
me with pain each tine | tried for a deep breath. My strength was flowi ng out of
me, lassitude flowing in. So warm so deep. Drowned |ike a puppy, | thought to
myself as | felt the darkness closing. Boy? soneone queried, but all was black

So nmuch water, so hot and so deep. | could not find a bottom anynore, |et
alone a side. | struggled feebly against the water, but there was no resistance.
No up, no down. No use fighting to stay alive inside my body. Nothing left to
protect, so drop the walls, and see if there is one |ast service you can render
your king. The walls of ny world fell away fromme, and | sped forth like an
arrow finally rel eased. Galen had been right. There was no distance in Skilling,
no distance at all. Buckkeep was right here, and Shrewd, | shrieked in
desperation. But ny king was intent upon other things. He was cl osed and wal |l ed
to ne, no matter how | stormed around him No help there.

Strength was going fromme. Somewhere, | was drowning. My body was failing,
my thread to it was tenuous. One | ast chance. Verity, Verity, | cried. | found
him flailed at him but could find no purchase, no grip. He was el sewhere, open
to soneone else, closed to ne. Verity! | wailed, drowning in despair. And
suddenly it was as if strong hands gripped nine as | scrabbled up a slippery
cliff. Gipped and held tight and drew me in when | woul d have slipped away.

Chivalry! No, it can't be, it's the boy! Fitz?

You imagi ne things, ny prince. There is no one there. Attend to what we do
now. Gal en, calmand insidious as poison as he pushed ne aside. | could not
withstand him he was too strong.

Fitz? Verity, unsure now as | grew weaker.

From | knew not where, | found strength. Sonething gave way before ne, and
was strong. | clung to Verity like a hawk on his wist. | was there with him |
saw with Verity's eyes: the freshly decked throne room the Book of Events on
the great table before him laid open to receive the recording of Verity's
marriage. Around him in their best finery and npst costly jewels, the few
honored ones who had been invited to witness Verity witnessing his bride's
pl edge through August's eyes. And Gal en, who was supposed to be offering his
strength as a king's man, was poi sed beside and slightly behind Verity, waiting
to drain himdry. And Shrewd, in crown and robe upon his throne, was al

unknowi ng, his Skill burned and dulled away years ago by nisuse, and himtoo
proud to admit it.
Li ke an echo, | saw through August's eyes as Kettricken stood pale as a wax
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candl e on a dais before all her people. She was telling them sinply and kindly,
that last night Rurisk had finally succunbed to the arrow wound he had taken on
the Ice Fields. She hoped to please his nmenory by pledging herself as he had

hel ped arrange, to the King-in-Waiting of the Six Duchies. She turned to face
Regal .

I n Buckkeep, Galen's claw of a hand settled on Verity's shoul der

| broke into his link with Verity, pushed hi m aside.

Beware Galen, Verity. Beware a traitor, come to drain you dry. Touch himnot.

Gal en's hand tightened on Verity's shoulder. Suddenly all was a sucking
vortex, draining, trying to pull everything out of Verity. And there was not
much left to take. His Skill was so strong because he let it take so rmuch from
himso fast. Sel f-preservati on woul d have nade anot her nan hol d back some of his
strength. But Verity had been spending his recklessly, every day, to keep the
Red- Ships fromhis shores. So little left now for this cerenony, and Gal en was
absorbing it. And growi ng stronger as he did so. | clung to Verity, fighting
desperately to reduce the loss. Verity! | cried to him M prince. | sensed a
brief rallying in him but all was growing dimbefore his eyes. | heard a
stirring of alarmas he sagged and caught at the table. Faithless Galen kept his
grip on him bent over himas he went to one knee, nurnmuring solicitously, "M
prince? Are you quite all right?"

I flung ny strength to Verity, reserves | had not suspected in nyself. |
opened up and let go of them just as Verity did when he Skilled. | had not
known | had so nuch to give. "Take it all. | would die anyway. And you were
al ways good to me when | was young." | heard the words as clearly as if | had
spoken them and felt the breaking of a nortal bond as strength flowed into
Verity through nme. He waxed suddenly strong, beast strong, and angry.

Verity's hand rose to grip Galen's. He opened his eyes. "I shall be fine," he
said to Galen, aloud. He | ooked around the roomas he rose to his feet again. "I
but worried about you. You seened to trenble. Are you sure you are strong enough
for this? You nust not attenpt a challenge that is beyond you. Think what night
happen.” And as a gardener pulls a weed fromthe earth, Verity smled, and
pulled fromthe traitor all that was in him Glen fell, clutching his chest, an
enpty man-shaped thing. The onl ookers rushed to attend him but Verity, replete
now, lifted his eyes to the wi ndow and focused his mind afar

August. Attend nme well. Warn Regal his half brother is dead. Verity booned
like the sea, and | felt August quail at the strength of the Skilling. Gl en was
too anbitious. He attenpted that which was beyond his Skill. A pity the Queen's
bastard could not be content with the position she gave him A pity nmy younger
brot her could not dissuade his half brother fromhis msplaced anbitions. Gl en
overstepped his position. My younger brother should take heed of what cones of
such reckl essness. And, August. Be sure you tell Regal privately. Not many knew

Gal en was the Queen's bastard and his half brother. | amsure he would not want
scandal to soil his nmother's nanme, or his. Such family secrets should be well
guar ded

And then, with a force that put August on his knees, Verity pushed through
himto stand before Kettricken in her mind. | sensed his effort to be gentle.
await you, ny queen-in-waiting. And by ny nane, | swear to you | had naught to
do with your brother's death. | knew nothing of it, and | grieve with you. |

woul d not want you to cone to nme thinking his blood on ny hands. Like a jewel
opening was the light in Verity's heart as he exposed it to her that she m ght
know she had not been given to a nurderer. Selflessly, he nade hinself
vul nerable to her, giving trust to build trust. She swayed, but stood. August
fainted. That contact was gone.

And then Verity was shoving at ne. Back, get back, Fitz. That's too nuch,
you'll die. Back, let go! And he cuffed me |like a bear, and |I slammed back into
my silent, sightless body.

CHAPTER TWENTY- FOUR
The Aftermath
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I N THE GREAT LI BRARY at Jhaanpe there is a tapestry that is runored to
contain a map through the nountains to the Rain Wlds. Like many Jhaanpe maps
and books, the information contained was consi dered so valuable that it was
encoded in the fornms of riddles and visual puzzles. Figured on the tapestry,
anong nmany images, are the forns of a dark-haired, dark nman, stout and nuscul ar
and bearing a red shield, and in the opposite corner, a gol den-skinned bei ng.
The gol den-ski nned creature has been the victimof moths and fraying, but it is
still possible to see that in the scale of the tapestry, it is rmuch larger than
a human, and possibly wi nged. Buckkeep | egend has it that King Wsdom sought and
found the Elderlings' honeland by a secret path through the Muntai n Ki ngdom
Coul d these figures represent an El derling and King W sdon? Does this tapestry
record the path through the Mountain Kingdomto the El derlings' honeland in the
Rain W/ ds?

Much | ater | |earned how | had been found, |eaning against Burrich's body on
the tile floor of the steans. | was shaking as with an ague and coul d not be
roused. Jonqui found us, though how she knew to look in the steans | will never
know. | will always suspect that she was to Eyod as Chade was to Shrewd, not as
assassi n perhaps, but as one who had ways of knowi ng or finding out al nost
anyt hing that happened within the pal ace. However it was, she took command of
the situation. Burrich and | were isolated in a chanber separate fromthe
pal ace, and | suspect that for a while no one from Buckkeep knew where we were
or if we lived. She tended us herself with the aid of one ol d manservant.

I awoke sone two days after the wedding. Four of the nbst m serabl e days of

my life were spent lying in bed, linbs a twitch but not at ny command. | dozed
often, in a deadened way that was not pleasant, and either dreaned vividly of
Verity, or sensed himtrying to Skill to nme. The Skill dreans conveyed no sense
to ne, other than that he was concerned for nme. | grasped only isolated bits of

know edge fromthem such as the color of the curtains in the roomhe Skilled
from or the feel of aring on his finger that he absently twisted as he tried
to reach me. Sone nore violent jerk of ny nuscles would shake nme fromny dreans,
and ny spasming would tornent ne until, exhausted, | dozed agai n.

My periods of alertness were as bad, for Burrich lay on a pallet in the sane
room breathing hoarsely, but doing little nore than that. H's features were
swol | en and di scol ored such that he was barely recogni zabl e. From the begi nni ng
Jonqui gave ne little hope for him either that he would live, or that he would
be hinself if he did survive

But Burrich had cheated death before. The swelling gradually subsided, the
purpling faded, and when he did awaken, he proceeded to recover hinmself swftly.
He had no nenories of anything that occurred after he took ne fromthe stable.
told himonly what he needed to know. It was nore than it was safe for himto
know, but | owed it to him He was up and about before | was, though at first he
had times of dizziness and headaches. But before long Burrich was getting to
know t he Jhaanpe stabl es and exploring the town at his leisure. In the evenings
he woul d return, and we had many |ong, quiet conversations. W both avoided
topi cs where we knew we woul d di sagree, and there were areas, such as Chade's
teachi ngs, where | could not be open with him Mstly, though, we tal ked about
dogs he had known, and horses he'd trained, and sonetinmes he spoke, a little, of
his early days with Chivalry. One evening | told himabout MIly. He was qui et
for atine, and then told ne that he'd heard the owner of the Beebal m Chandl ery
had died in debt, and that his daughter who had expected to inherit it had gone
tolive with relatives in a village instead. He did not renenber what vill age,
but knew sonmeone who woul d know. He did not nock me, but told ne seriously that
I should know my own nmind before | saw her again.

August never Skilled again. He was carried fromthe dais that day, but as
soon as he recovered fromhis faint, he demanded to see Regal i mediately. |
trust he delivered Verity's nessage. For while Regal did not cone to visit
either Burrich or nme during our conval escence, Kettricken did, and she nentioned
that Regal was nobst concerned that we recover quickly and conpletely from our
accidents, for as he had prom sed her, he had forgiven nme conpletely. She told
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me how Burrich had slipped and struck his head trying to pull ne fromthe poo
when | went into a seizure. | do not know who concocted that tale. Jonqu
hersel f, perhaps. | doubt if even Chade could have come up with a better one.
But Verity's nessage was the end of August's |eadership of the coterie, and all
Skilling as far as | know. | do not know if he was too afraid after that day, or
if the talent was blasted out of himby that force. He left court, and went to
Wt hywoods, where Chivalry and Patience had once ruled. | believe he becane

W se.

Fol | owi ng her weddi ng, Kettricken joined with all of Jhaampe in a nonth of
mour ni ng for her brother. Fromny sickbed, | was aware of it nostly as chines,
chantings, and great burnings of incense. Al Rurisk's possessions were given
away. To ne Eyod hinself cane, and brought a sinple silver ring his son had
worn. And the head of the arrow that had pierced his chest. He did not say much
to me, except to tell me what the objects were, and that | should cherish these
rem nders of an exceptional man. He left me to wonder why these itens had been
selected for ne.

At the end of a nonth, Kettricken set her nourning aside. She came to bid
Burrich and me a swift recovery and to bid us farewell until she saw us at
Buckkeep. The brief nonment of Skilling fromVerity had elimnated all her
reservati ons about him She spoke of her husband with a quiet pride and went
willingly to Buckkeep, knowi ng herself given to an honorabl e nman.

It was not for ne to ride al ongsi de her at the head of that honeward
procession, or to enter Buckkeep preceded by horns and tunblers and children
ringing bells. That was Regal's place, and he put a gracious face on it. Rega
appeared to take Verity's warning to heart. | do not think Verity ever
compl etely forgave him But he dismissed Regal's plottings as if they were nasty
boyish tricks, and | think that cowed Regal nore than any public reprimand coul d
have. The poi soning was eventual ly bl amed on Rowd and Sevrens, by those who knew
of it. Sevrens had, after all, obtained the poison, and Rowd had delivered the
gift of apple wine. Kettricken pretended to be convinced that it was a m spl aced
anmbi tion by servants on behalf of an unknowi ng master. And Rurisk's death was
never openly spoken of as a poisoning. Nor did | become known as an assassin.
What ever was in Regal's heart, his outward deneanor was that of a younger prince
graciously escorting his brother's bride hone.

I had a | ong conval escence. Jonqui treated me with herbs she said would

rebuil d what had been damaged. | should have tried to | earn her herbs and
techni ques, but ny nmind could not seemto hold things any better than ny hands
could. | actually remenber little of that time. My recovery fromthe poi soning

was frustratingly slow Jonqui sought to nmake it |ess tedious by arranging tine
for me in the Great Library, but ny eyes wearied quickly and seened as prone to
trenbling disorders as ny hands. | spent nost days lying in nmy bed, thinking.

For a tine | wondered if | wanted to return to Buckkeep. | wondered if | could
still be Shrewd's assassin. | knewif | returned, | would have to sit down table
from Regal, and | ook up, to see himat nmy king's left hand. | would have to
treat himas if he had never tried to kill me, nor used ne in the poisoning of a
man | had admred. | spoke of it frankly one evening to Burrich. He sat and
listened quietly. Then he said, "I cannot inmagine it will be easier for
Kettricken than it would be for you. Nor for nme, to ook at a nman who has tried
to kill me twice, and call him ny prince.' You nust decide. | should hate to
have himthink he had frightened us away. But if you decide we are going

el sewhere, then we shall.” | think | finally guessed then what the earring
signified.

Wnter was no longer a threat, but a reality, when we |left the nountains.
Burrich, Hands, and | returned nuch |ater to Buckkeep than the others, for we
took our tine on the journey. | tired easily, and ny strength was still very
unpredictable. | would crunple at odd nonents, falling fromthe saddle like a
sack of grain. Then they would stop to help nme renmount, and | would force nyself
to go on. Many nights | awoke shaking, without even the strength to call out.
These | apses were slow to pass. Wrst, | think, were the nights when | could not
waken, but dreaned only of endlessly drowning. From one such dream | woke to
Verity standi ng over ne.
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You' re enough to wake the dead, he told ne genially. W nust find a nmaster
for you, to teach you sone control, if nothing else. Kettricken finds it a bit
peculiar that | dreamso often of drowning. | suppose | should be grateful you
slept well on ny wedding night at |east.

"Verity?" | said groggily.

Go back to sleep, he told me. Galen is dead, and |'ve put Regal on a shorter
| eash. You've nothing to fear. Go to sleep, and stop dreaning so | oud.

Verity, wait! But ny act of groping after himbroke the tenuous Skil
contact, and | had no choice but to do as he had advi sed.

We travel ed on, through increasingly unpleasant weather. W all | ooked
forward to getting hone |ong before we arrived there. Burrich had, | believe,
overl ooked Hands's abilities until that trip. Hands had a qui et conpetence that
inspired trust in horses as well as dogs. Eventually he easily replaced both Cob
and ne in the Buckkeep stables, and the friendship that grew between Burrich and
hi m caused nme to be nore aware of ny aloneness than | care to admt.

Gal en's death was considered a tragic thing at Buckkeep court. Those who had
known hi m | east spoke nost kindly about him Cbviously the nan had overstrained
hinself, for his heart to fail himso young. There was sone talk of nam ng a
warship after him as if he were a fallen hero, but Verity never recognized the
idea and it never cane to pass. H s body was sent back to Farrow for burial,
with all honors. If Shrewd suspected anything of what had gone on between Verity
and Gal en, he kept it well hidden. Neither he nor even Chade ever nentioned it
to nme. The loss of our Skillmaster, with not even an apprentice to replace him
was no trivial thing, especially with the Red-Ships on our horizons. That was
what was openly discussed, but Verity flatly refused to consider Serene or any
of the others Galen had trained.

I never found out if Shrewd had given nme over to Regal. | never asked him
nor even nentioned ny suspicions to Chade. | suppose | didn't want to know. |
tried not to let it affect nmy loyalties. But in nmy heart, when | said "ny king,"
I nmeant Verity.

The tinbers Rurisk had prom sed cane to Buckkeep. They had to be dragged
overland to the Vin River, before they could be rafted dowmn to Turl ake, and
thence down the Buckriver to Buckkeep. They arrived by m dwi nter and were all
Ruri sk had said they would be. The first conpl eted warship was naned after him
I think he woul d have understood that, but not quite approved of it.

King Shrewd's plan had succeeded. It had been many years since Buckkeep had
had a queen of any kind, and Kettricken's arrival stirred interest in court
life. The tragic death of her brother on her wedding eve, and the brave way she
had continued despite it captured the inagination of the people. Her
unnmi st akabl e admiration for her new husband nade Verity a romantic hero even to
his own folk. They were a striking couple, with her youth and pal e beauty
setting off Verity's quiet strength. Shrewd di splayed them at balls that
attracted every minor noble fromevery Duchy, and Kettricken spoke with intense
el oquence of the need for all to band together to defeat the Red-Ship Raiders.
So Shrewd raised his nonies, and even in the stornms of winter, the fortification
of the Six Duchies began. More towers were constructed, and folk volunteered to
man them Shipwights vied for the honor of working on the warships, and
Buckkeep Town was swollen with volunteers to man the ships. For a brief tine
that winter, folk believed in the | egends they created, and it seened the
Red- Shi ps coul d be defeated by sheer will alone. | mistrusted that nood, but
wat ched as Shrewd pronoted it, and wondered how he woul d sustain it when the
realities of the Forgings began again.

O one other | nust speak, one dragged into that conflict and intrigue only
by his loyalty to me. To the end of ny days, | will bear the scars he gave ne.
H s worn teeth sank deeply into nmy hand several tinmes before he managed to drag
me fromthat pool. How he did it, I will never know. But his head still rested
on ny chest when they found us; his nortal bonds to this world had broken. Nosy
was dead. | believe he gave his life freely, recalling that we had been good to
one anot her when we were puppies. Men cannot grieve as dogs do. But we grieve
for many years
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EPI LOGUE

YOU ARE WEARI ED, " ny boy says. He is standing at my el bow and I do not know
how | ong he has been there. He reaches forward slowy, to lift the pen frommy
lax grip. Wearily | regard the faltering trail of ink it has tracked down ny
page. | have seen that shape before, | think, but it was not ink then. Atrickle
of drying blood on the deck of a Red-Ship, and mne the hand that spilled it? O
was it a tendril of snoke rising black against a blue sky as | rode too late to
warn a village of a Red-Ship raid? O poison swirling and unfurling yellowy in
a sinple glass of water, poison | had handed sonmeone, smiling all the while? The
artless curl of a strand of wonman's hair left upon ny pillow? O the trail a
man's heels left in the sand as we dragged the bodies fromthe snol dering tower
at Seal bay? The track of a tear down a nother's cheek as she clutched her Forged
infant to her despite his angry cries? Like Red-Ships, the nenories conme w thout
war ni ng, wthout mercy. "You should rest,"” the boy says again, and | realize
amsitting, staring at a line of ink on a page. It nmakes no sense. Here is
anot her sheet spoiled, another effort to set aside.

"Put themaway," | tell him and do not object as he gathers all the sheets
and stacks them haphazardly together. Herbary and history, maps and nusings, al
a hodgepodge in his hands as they are in my mind. | can no | onger recall what it

was | set out to do. The pain is back, and it would be so easy to quiet it. But
that way |ies madness, as has been proven so many tines before ne. So instead
send the boy to find two | eaves of carryne, and gi nger root and peppermint to
make a tea for ne. | wonder if one day | will ask himto fetch three | eaves of
that Chyurdan herb.

Sonewhere, a friend says softly, "No."
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