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Down the King’s Road

	 

	‘It is ac­cept­able be­cause he ex­tin­guished the lives of his par­ents! He de­served to be hanged.’  A shiver soar through Will as his fin­gers clasped the reigns of his rouncey so tight that they be­gan to numb. Through his skin, as if snakes were slith­er­ing just un­der the sur­face and trac­ing each scar and gash he bore, did Will feel the af­ter­ef­fects of Sir Robert’s hug. His head sat heavy on his shoul­ders, jump­ing be­tween ac­cept­ing Sir Robert’s ac­tions as pure kind­ness or if it was all some elab­o­rate play in which the knight would tor­ture him later. 

	Will looked up from his horse down the King’s Road on which they trav­eled, its hard packed stone and dirt wound through the trees as their horses kicked up dirt. Sir Robert led the way, his cloak neatly draped from his shoul­ders to the back of his pal­frey. Will’s horse held a large bun­dle of Sir Robert’s sup­plies on its rear and in thick sad­dle bags on its sides. On each flank the tall tree­line rose, so dense that Will could not see be­yond a few me­ters nor view the ground through the shrub­bery. A mist lin­gered in the air, moist­en­ing his skin and fill­ing his nose with the smell of var­i­ous fra­grant flow­ers. Again a shiver put him at un­ease.

	“Ah! See those or­ange flow­ers Will?” Sir Robert asked with­out turn­ing. He pointed to a group of flow­ers hug­ging a large rock. “Marigolds. You can use them in poul­tice form to treat mi­nor cuts, scrapes, burns, and in­sect bites.” 

	Will took a pass­ing look. The echoes of Sir Robert’s firm arms still pressed over his back and the warmth of his chest pressed over his own. His mas­ter had been go­ing on about many things like this since they were kicked out of Burhbarrow, but de­spite Sir Robert’s en­thu­si­asm, Will could not calm enough to even an­swer. ‘How can I ever trust you now?’ Yes he hid the full truth from Sir Robert, he didn’t want to re­live it all… “AN­SWER BOY! You are guilty, ad­mit it and you can go home.’ The in­ter­roga­tor’s hands clasped his neck and his spit plopped across his nose. An air­less wave hit Will and he al­most slipped from his horse.

	“Now where did we leave the dis­cus­sion about the war?” Sir Robert asked. This man was go­ing to tor­ment him. If he wasn’t go­ing to send him back to the war­den and prison then he was go­ing to kill him. ‘Had he been a sin­ner, he is not the same now. Will­ing to serve, will­ing to re­deem him­self, I will per­mit him that. I still be­lieve he is a good per­son.’ Then why would his mas­ter say all that? Did he truly be­lieve in his in­no­cence? 

	“Sul­tan Bi­azid ex­pe­ri­enced a surge of no­madic peo­ples en­ter his realm.” Sir Robert started. “It was likely that the high orcs ex­pelled these no­mads en masse. Most con­verted to Al­hu­rahism but still they pil­laged as they wished. The sul­tan drove them south into the Holy Land were a high num­ber of Ma­ni­ans lived. Now they could pil­lage non-Al­hu­rahi­ans. Sul­tan Bi­azid was short-sighted. No won­der King Lundy and Grand Bishop De­nis de­manded a stop and when Sul­tan Bi­azid ig­nored them, they pre­pared for war. Now it was the sul­tan who at­tacked first. We’ve had war for one-hun­dred years since flip­ping from rel­a­tive peace to a cru­sade or ji­had and back again to peace.”

	Will’s eye­lids fell, he swayed be­fore a sud­den sharp pain jolted him back. His tur­bu­lent mind tired him. Sul­tan Bi­azid was short-sighted. How could you not ex­pect anger from Gur­ma­nis when you ig­nored the Ma­ni­ans liv­ing un­der you? Ma­nis ig­nored ev­ery­one, so maybe it wasn’t too odd. Will glanced at Sir Robert’s back. If he turned away now maybe the knight would not see him go.

	“Sit up Will, you are slouch­ing. That is a fast way to wear out your back in the fu­ture.”

	Will sat up. His mas­ter had eyes in the back of his head. No mat­ter. He’d wait for the right time.

	***

	Will and Sir Robert ap­proached a wide area around the King’s Road where the trees of the Roy­wood parted to let the evening sun glow through. At the cen­ter on a slightly higher cir­cu­lar piece of land stood a fort, one of many Sir Robert called the Roy­wood forts. The lower sec­tion of its walls were built of stone while the top was built of wood in­clud­ing most watch­tow­ers ex­cept for the largest. A draw­bridge led from the road up into the fort through which the King’s Road ran. A dry moat fit­ted with thick sharp­ened spikes sur­rounded it all. The same stakes pointed out­wards around the base of the wall.

	“This is where we will spend the night.” Sir Robert said. He turned his horse. “Are you al­right?” 

	Him? Didn’t Sir Robert care more about his sup­plies? “Y-Yes mas­ter.” Will nod­ded, un­sure how to re­spond.

	“Good. Stay close.”

	Will obeyed. Fail­ure to do so al­ways brought pain. They neared the gate­house where three sol­diers, one se­nior, stood. 

	“Hail trav­ellers. Fine evening on the King’s Road but this way’s the war it is.” The se­nior sol­dier spoke.

	“Yes. We go to war, but a night out of the for­est would be much ap­pre­ci­ated.”

	“My lord.” He ref­er­enced the colours Sir Robert wore. “May I ask your name.”

	“Sir Robert Gillios. Grand Mar­shal of Gur­ma­nis.” The knight’s tone even. He held up an un­furled scroll and within a mo­ment of see­ing the scroll’s large seal the sol­diers bowed. Will broke a sweat. Grand Mar­shal!? He’d heard of this po­si­tion long ago. This meant that the man who, de­spite the king­dom la­bel­ing Will a mur­derer, led all of the king’s per­sonal and vas­sal forces had turned him into a squire. Why? ‘You can ne’er be loved by any­one else; no one will ac­cept you. I will keep you alive, I will keep you close, you are mine.’ Heat fled Will’s cheeks at the voice of the war­den.

	“Grand mar­shal it is an hon­our. Do you not come with a ret­inue?”

	“It is only me and my squire. I pre­fer it like this. Do you have space within the fort?”

	“Of course! We will have the of­fi­cers’ quar­ters cleared for you.”

	“There is no need. I pre­fer a tent and a good fire.”

	“We will have the largest tent set up for you and your squire.”

	“Very good.” Sir Robert rode for­wards. As Will fol­lowed he caught the look of the sol­diers who’s faces shifted to those of Isen Prison guards. His mus­cles tensed and his ears twitched, pre­par­ing for some strike or shout. Will dropped his head and glared at his horse’s mane as he en­tered into the fort.

	 

	They con­tin­ued along the King’s Road. Wood pressed against earth traced the path they walked, hold­ing up el­e­vated land on which stood the fort’s build­ings. The path was blocked near the cen­ter by a small gate­house, flanked by two stone tow­ers. It forced peo­ple trav­el­ing on the road to re­main un­til the fort’s in­spec­tors could check their pa­pers, items, and tax them. The gate­house was ac­cessed by a bridge lead­ing to the stone build­ings where the sol­diers lived. All the other sec­tions held tents or spa­ces for trav­ellers to spend the night.

	Will fol­lowed his mas­ter un­der the dim­ming evening light to a spot clos­est to the sol­diers’ bar­racks where a large tent stood. Will dis­mounted when his mas­ter did so. He no­ticed a derelict wall near the back. Per­haps the sol­diers did not fin­ish re­pairs. The drop would not be too far and in the dark no one would see him cross into the tree­line.

	“Will, you un­pack only what we need for the night. I will ar­range a meal.” Sir Robert stretched. “To­days travel has been long and to­mor­row we cross the moun­tains to­wards Suthen­burg.

	Will stiff­ened. “As you wish Mas­ter. Mas­ter?”

	“Yes?”

	“Why do you want to sleep out­side?” Surely the grand mar­shal of all peo­ple would balk at the idea of sleep­ing out­side. All no­bles pre­ferred more com­fort­able set­tings. 

	“I do not wish to bother the sol­diers. It is largely safe here, so it is not any more dan­ger­ous.” Sir Robert hes­i­tated. “My son loved to sleep out­doors whether on a bal­cony of my manor or in our park.” He frowned. This knight con­fused Will. He was do­ing ev­ery­thing wrong.

	“Mas­ter, what do we need to un­pack?” The look Sir Robert gave Will told him that he was sup­posed to know it as if it was com­mon sense. In­stead shame flooded him and he pre­pared to be beat or shouted at.

	“Just our bed­ding. That will do.”

	 

	It was dark when Will fin­ished. He’d set their beds in the tent and started a fire. Sir Robert ar­rived with a sol­dier car­ry­ing a bowl of meat pot­tage, cheese, and white bread. Sir Robert sat across from Will and pre­sented him with his por­tion, dou­ble the knight’s. It tasted a lit­tle worse than in Burhbarrow but it was far from ined­i­ble. 

	“Soon the stars will come out one af­ter the other.” Sir Robert smiled be­fore tak­ing a sip of pot­tage. Will re­mained silent, un­sure what to say. He glanced at Sir Robert, feel­ing only warmth. Be­hind the knight a fal­con, the one who stuck around Will, swooped down onto the roof of the sol­diers’ bar­racks with a ro­dent in its claws. It picked at the dead an­i­mal, tak­ing bites, un­der the glow of a lit brasier. Will was happy the bird had sur­vived its fight with the crea­ture. 

	“H-Have I…” Will choaked. Talk­ing back or ask­ing ques­tions led to pain.

	“Go on.”

	“Have I pleased you?” Will whis­pered. The war­den’s naked form loomed over him.

	“That de­pends.” Sir Robert chuck­led. “Tell me what colour is marigold?”

	A test? Will thought back. “Or­ange.”

	“Who in Gur­ma­nis pre­pared for war when Sul­tan Bi­azid re­fused to ad­dress the no­mads raid­ing Ma­nian homes? Pro­vide names.”

	“King Lundy.”

	Sir Robert bit the last of his cheese and leaned in to the fire for warm. “You are right, marigold is com­monly or­ange. King Lundy how­ever was not the only one who pre­pared for war. He had the sup­port of Grand Bishop De­nis.”

	“Oh.” Will shiv­ered de­spite the fire. He failed. No doubt that meant Sir Robert would dis­pose of him now. If he could slip into the tree­line and hide un­til morn­ing he could fol­low the King’s Road back to his camp. He didn’t know where Sir Robert had taken him be­tween his camp and Burhbarrow, when his mas­ter knocked him out, but he would fig­ure that out when he got there. 

	Sir Robert eyed Will, which kept him on edge. “Will. I am go­ing to speak with this fort’s cap­tain to en­sure all se­cu­rity prepa­ra­tions have been made. No one can slip through the walls.” 

	He would. He had to. This was it! It was like the war­den said. No one cared about him, they wanted to hurt him. his mas­ter was go­ing to get his weapons. Yes! He had to go now.

	“I will be back. You seem tense… re­lax.” Sir Robert stood. “Fin­ish your pot­tage. You will need ev­ery bit of the strength it pro­vides when I train you for war.” He van­ished into the dark. Will jumped up and scram­bled to­wards the derelict wall, drop­ping his pot­tage over the ground. The fal­con swooped down, al­most claw­ing his face. It landed on top of the wall and made a rasp­ing kack-kack-kack, flick­ing its head.

	“Shh!” Will hissed. As he grasped the top of the wall his fal­con pecked his hand. “Aha, hey! No!” Mad bird, he’d alert Sir Robert or the wall guard. “I have to go.” Will whis­pered. The fal­con kack’d at him. Will forced him­self up, de­spite the bird, and shoved him­self over the wall. He tum­bled, longer than he thought, and slammed right into a bro­ken stake. He didn’t stop. His arm sheared against the stake’s jagged splin­ters and he fell, side first, into the moat, land­ing in a shal­low pud­dle be­tween two large stakes. Will screamed, pain hot where the splin­ters had cut him. he curled in, blood drip­ping down his limbs. No! He’d mis­taken the length of the drop. Some­one shouted from above. They’d spot­ted him. Will tried to move out of the moat, but the pain was too much. He pleaded they’d kill him here and not take him back to the war­den or Isen Prison.

	***

	Will was clearly go­ing to run away. Sir Robert frowned as he paced near his tent. He’d sus­pected for a long time as they trav­elled the King’s Road that Will was plan­ning an es­cape so he made sure the place they set up camp was near the bro­ken sec­tion, and had a few stakes cleared away. Yes, he’d seen it in Will’s de­meanor and got a sense that the boy didn’t trust him enough. Why would he? He’d been hurt and be­trayed for all his life. Was this what he de­served for the mur­ders he com­mit­ted? Ma­nis must be cruel or was it Will? Trust was hard for Will, but it didn’t seem ma­li­cious. Will was scared, un­cer­tain, and sim­ply didn’t want more pain. If, as his mas­ter, he could help Will get past that then per­haps the will­ing­ness to serve he’d seen in Will would flour­ish. He could then be re­deemed. Shout­ing from the walls con­firmed it. Will failed. Time to get him back.

	 

	Three sol­diers led the way around to the bot­tom of the fort where the moat di­rectly un­der the derelict wall lay. They waved their torches er­rat­i­cally, care­fully climb­ing in with a lad­der and avoid­ing the spikes while Sir Robert stood above. When the torches con­verged he guessed they had found Will. There was no strug­gle, nor any sound from Will as he limped in be­tween the grip of two sol­diers, his pale face and trem­bling lip vis­i­ble un­der the torch­light. Sir Robert took Will from the men and led him back to­wards the fort. As ex­pected Will had not been in­jured se­verely. His wounds would sting and he might limp, for how long he’d de­ter­mine in­side the fort. Likely it would not harm their train­ing time.

	Will didn’t speak and only lightly re­sisted Sir Robert’s tug. Once they were back at their fire he sat Will down and fetched the poul­tice he had pre­pared. Marigold of course. Sir Robert cleaned his squire’s wounds, re­moved a small splin­ter, and spread the poul­tice over his in­juries then slid next to his right.

	“William.” He thought his voice was calm, but Will flinched. “I never saw my boy grow into a teenager like your­self, though I sus­pect he would be do­ing some silly things as well.” Sir Robert leaned in, happy he’d rightly pre­dicted the rash de­ci­sion mak­ing of a teen like Will. Sir Robert stared at Will’s low­ered face. His eye­lids drooped, his eye­brows sunk, and his lips held a slight frown. It was the most hope­less and drained ex­pres­sion he’d ever seen. “I prom­ise you that I am not your en­emy. What I want is to see who you re­ally are.” His own son flashed in his mind. His sec­ond chance, and Will’s. “You have a chance now at some­thing dif­fer­ent. I can­not imag­ine the dif­fi­culty, but I am un­afraid of it.” Sir Robert slid an arm over Will’s back. Will tensed and Sir Robert rubbed his back in a calm­ing ges­ture, but the dis­com­fort re­mained, so he let go. Dif­fi­cult in­deed. 

	“S-Sorry.” Will whis­pered. 

	“Do you want this?” He knew Will found it dif­fi­cult to de­cide for him­self. “Con­sider what would make you feel bet­ter: to be here serv­ing me? Alone? Back in— I apol­o­gise.” To men­tion that place seemed to tear Will apart. What­ever they did to him in there was as­suredly worse than the mur­ders he may have com­mit­ted, though Sir Robert never thought for a sec­ond that Will was surely a mur­derer.

	Af­ter a si­lence Will re­sponded. “I would serve you.” He didn’t look Sir Robert in the face.

	“Then you won’t be jump­ing over walls any­more?”

	Will nod­ded.

	“When the pain has sub­sided a lit­tle, sleep.”

	Will nod­ded again. 

	He’d sleep in an ad­ja­cent tent and have the sol­diers on alert, in case he mis­judged Will. Com­pas­sion did not give way to cau­tion, af­ter all. 

	***

	Will and his mas­ter climbed up the road as it twisted out of the Roy­wood and rose into the Weald­be­or­gas. Around him the tall rock loomed as if up­lifted by a hand deep un­der­ground. Yet the moun­tains, though no where near as tall nor cold as the Blue Moun­tains, gave him pause. Just pause. Not as much ten­sion. Progress?

	Will had fallen be­hind. The King’s Road was wide enough to ride be­side Sir Robert for a while longer, yet he had slowed down. Last night lay heavy on him, but per­haps fail­ure was a good thing. That morn­ing all his ac­tions were for­given and his mas­ter pre­tended it didn’t hap­pen, other than hap­pily telling him that his wounds would heal in a day, so that they could train prop­erly. Train to kill that was. This was the ever-cruel Ma­nis’ plan. All this time try­ing to con­vince peo­ple he wasn’t a mur­derer led to be­com­ing a mur­derer, but as he’d learned the Sao­mardrim were an evil peo­ple, so was he for­given in killing them? The idea of the ac­tual act made him the most un­cer­tain.

	Since the morn­ing he ea­gerly lis­tened to ev­ery­thing Sir Robert had to say. Maybe serv­ing him would not be too hard and his mas­ter was right. He felt bet­ter like this. Not like he was alone in the for­est, alone in his cell, and never with the war­den. When he es­caped he told him­self it was worth any­thing to get away from the war­den, and this knight could main­tain that dis­tance. He still feared a trick, but now he’d play along at least un­til proven oth­er­wise. He’d show great dili­gence to Sir Robert.

	Will sped up his rouncey and matched Sir Robert’s pal­frey. His mas­ter smiled as he came be­side.

	“Hours from now we will be in the Barony of Suthen­burg. The view from the Weald­be­or­gas be­fore de­scend­ing is stun­ning.”

	“I can’t wait mas­ter.” Will smiled.
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