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I

There was a wide but swampy river that ran through a bend in the land so deep it had nearly closed it off to the rest like an island. The fens surrounding it were so deep and thick with reeds it was barely discernible from the muddy edges in some places. There were several large barges being pushed through the muck by several groups of very strong men. The pilot navigating the marshy bank with a large stick was a haggard looking man who wore the King's banner emblazoned across his filthy over shirt. The boar pranced proudly in red even though the white of the top had long been tarnished to a wretched gray.
“Over here,” a bargeman shouted from the marsh, “shore up against the rocks!”
There were several carts and wagons waiting for them, along with a spindly looking man who had a shock of wild, white blonde hair that nearly reached his back. In one hand he held a rusted scythe that looked so poorly kept it had to have been fished out of that same fen as a matter of jest.
“Grave master?” the King's man shouted.
“That it is,” the grave master replied, “Fulk of Garstwrot, here to collect the harvest of his highness!”
A smattering of laughter went up from the workmen dregs gathered at the edges to earn a few bits of gold a piece for hard labour. Some were smoking wooden pipes while others slouched along the wooden ferry platforms like lumps of clay in their shoddy, well worn work clothes.
The King's man shouted, “About face men, hit the ledges!”
The barges drew up on the bank and were pulled by the large workmen with some effort until they landed far enough inward to be checked. The rough made sacks that had covered their contents were thrown open and it was revealed to the grave master his goods.
“All in order?” Fulk asked.
“A mass grave will do,” the King's man said, “but for these three-”
The man gestured to two young boys and a woman who were still dressed in noble finery. The face of the woman was still etched in an expression of misery while the two boys seemed peacefully oblivious, hands clutched together. The woman's face had other tells of what might have happened to her and her kin as her cheeks had been chewed through in bites far too big for rats. 
“Bury them separate with a big stone marker,” the King's man said, “in what you have of consecrated ground for the nobility.”
“That's up the hill,” Fulk said, “it's extra.”
“How is it extra,” the King's man demanded.
“Three bodies up a hill is sweaty work,” Fulk insisted, “and I have to walk well beyond the standing stones to even get at the consecrated earth for nobility.”
“Two are children,” he tried to barter.
“And one is a woman of loveliness who has been starved until she ate out her own cheeks,” Fulk said, “and all three have to be carried halfway with a cart and the rest wrapped up around my back. It's extra work which means it's extra gold plucked from the pocket of his highness.”
The King's man didn't like it but he relented, handing Fulk a sizable bag of money. The bodies on the cart aside from the three were stripped nude and shone like multicolored stones under the sun.
“Are all these knights Edgen's lot,” Fulk asked.
“No,” the King's man replied, “and it would do you best to not ask any more questions and keep the gold in your pocket as a reminder. And your men-”
The gathering of ne'er do wells shuffled, their rough bearing and crude manners told the King's man all he needed to know; there would be no questions as long as the payment reached sufficient heights. 
“It's well under our hats,” Fulk said, “long live the King.”
The grave master grinned a skeleton's grin, his craggy teeth not unlike the standing stones that watched over Garstwrot's noble lines buried in its grim, swampy earth.
“Long live King Hune,” the King's man said, “death to the false monarch Edgen and all his schemers, may the devil take him.” 
“Devil take him!” a few staggered shouts went up along with a smattering of laughter.
It was a devil that they all believed ruled over the grim and swampy lands of Garstwrot and the royal bargemen couldn't wait to leave its rank shores that smelled vaguely of sulfur, and the town that was filled with even less pleasant men.
On top of the near island known as Garstwrot was a great craggy hill made of dark stone covered in brilliant green moss for most of the year that was a beautiful sight to behold when the sun shone in the summer. As it was a dreary spring day, the land was a lot browner and muddier covered in great puddles of water and swampy little holes that tripped unwary travelers who wandered away from the road. At the very base of the hill under the cliffs was a series of shale caverns carved out by the trickle of water for thousands of years flanked by more bogs and fens that fettered the river. Bog iron was scattered along its edges, giving the water an ugly, unnaturally orange hue.
Collecting from its edge was the blacksmith Reyna with his bucket, carefully he gathered the rocks and minded the gaping maw of the caves that opened up like wicked mouths along the banks. Everyone knew the crag deep inside spewed all manner of filthy gases and belched violent fire at its core from deep underneath the earth, a frightening sight when one wasn't used to it and like every town, Garstwrot had its superstitions about its landmarks and their origins. But none were as pervasive and long lived as the devils who lived in the crag, supposedly ready at any moment to leave their boiling fire spewing homes to take Garstwrot back as their own.
Even as Reyna walked in the places he had done a hundred times before without any incident what so ever, he still peaked over his shoulder now and again. After a childhood spent being told stories of devils in the fields who walked with fiery hooves and travelers who vanished or fell victim to twists in the road or diabolical influence, he wasn't about to let his guard down. Sometimes the crag so violently exploded from its earthen heart it rained ash on all the fens and today Reyna felt, that after much experience with its temperament, it was close to doing so again and who knew what sort of mischief would come with it. It was never a good sign when the land was restless and the land in Gartswort seemed to have a mind of its own.
“Bless and keep me Christef,” Reyna said, after filling his bucket, “may the devils find their rest in the infernal hells.”
Weaving through the craggy hills and flooded fens, Reyna carried his laden buckets through the edges of Garstwrot's titled land. Beyond the craggy stones and twisted trees at the edge of the water were some several farms scattered at the edges of a terraced lot. Farming was difficult in its wet soil but not impossible and worked well enough that most households kept pigs or cows along with their vegetable gardens.
“Durgia!” Reyna shouted, “Get over here, help your father!”
His daughter was a strong, young woman with a pretty face who herded cattle, plowed the fields and took his overladen buckets with ease in her comely, big arms. She was the admiration of the men of the town and a constant worry to Reyna over her romantic shenanigans.
“What happened to all the men?” Durgia asked, “I thought they were supposed to help.”
“Grave master has them,” Reyna said, “gathered them up early this morning eager for the King's gold.”
“What a poor lot they are,” Durgia said, “another war, then, do you think?”
“It's only a matter of time before it reaches Garstwrot,” Reyna said, “and Lady Anna has not deigned to be at the last town meetings.”
“Her man was,” Durgia said, “he was so very handsome. All that long blonde hair and those gorgeous eyes.”
“Don't you get any ideas,” Reyna said darkly, “you've caused enough trouble with your gallivanting.”
“I wouldn't,” Durgia said, “I've learned my lesson. I'll keep my eye on the good one you chose for me in Fairfax.”
“If he deigns to keep you,” Reyna said, “after all the nonsense you've pulled.”
“He'll keep me,” Durgia said, “I'm sure of it and I'll have a nice, big wedding come fall harvest and all the ladies of the town will pale with jealousy it'll be so splendid. And when I get to Fairfax, I'll celebrate by falling asleep drunk in their great big church away from Garstwrot's depressing hollow.”
Reyna didn't like it, the way she spoke with such flippancy. She was far too smart for him to keep up with and the men in town she kept at reach were far too stupid. Perhaps she was to the devil for her sins but Reyna had long ago decided that that was between her and God. He only wanted her to be happy but he sorely wished she would obey. But all his thoughts about his daughter were stolen from him when he looked over his shoulder at the stone keep on the hill. Against the lowering of the day, the windows of the keep were ordinarily black and empty but on this afternoon, a single glowing red light peeked through at the very top of the tower, like a beacon. Reyna dropped his bucket with a thump.
“Ow!” Durgia shouted, “That hit my toe!” 
“I must speak with Martin,” Reyna said, “carry the rest home yourself.”
“Dad!” Durgia said, “I have somewhere to be in two hours!” 
“Doesn't matter!” Reyna said, “Now do it, before the sun goes down.”
Against the shimmering end of the day Reyna's form staggered across the fields and made his way towards the inn.
Looming over all of Garstwrot was the crumbling and ancient keep perched on the dark stone crags and it looked so much like them, it was almost seen as another rock on the hill to visitors.  The building of the keep had happened so long ago, no one living knew exactly when it had been done but everyone knew of its gloomy builder, the great witch Garstwren, a figure so old that he had long passed well beyond history into legend.
The keep's shadow draped across the town and loomed particularly sinister from the window of the Inn on the lower hill. From the barge work below it and the grave digging and all the mean labours of the town, men would come to house themselves or drink under its rough thatched roof. Dotting along the street were boarding houses, horse pens and a craggy wooden tower often occupied by only a single, dozing man with a bow and arrow. There was little in Garstwrot worth stealing, only land, and its denizens had been so used to the keep changing hands they hardly feared it.
Winding across the stone cobbles from the barge came the grave master Fulk fresh from his duties up on the craggy hill. He was considered by most to be the worst man in town, or the best if you had need of him. Grave digging wasn't all he did and it certainly wasn't how he made his best gold. But even he had dreams greater than Garstwrot's gloomy river barges filled with the bits and pieces of the dead, though that morning he had plucked two golden crucifixes from the hands of two sleeping boys and stolen a beautiful frock from the body of a dead, wasted woman. They would all sell in Fairfax for twice what he had been paid to do the work. Usually he'd split it with his men and they in turn would keep their silence about his thieving but for now, he'd spend a few from his pocket for his own good.
“A pint,” Fulk said.
“Here you are,” Tilly the innkeeper said, setting it down, “don't go making trouble, mind.”
She was a strong woman, big in the chest and could have easily given Fulk a crack on the head so strong it would knock a man twice his size out like a lump. It was something she had done before when the occasion had called for it.
“I can't help where my shovel may fall,” Fulk said, “any more than the ghastly King can help the landing of his scythe.”
There were a few other stragglers in the inn, dingy looking men fresh off from farm work. A few who clearly had been back from an illegal hunt, bows wrapped next to their feet as they gambled a few wooden coins on rough made seats. Glancing to his side, a young man with pitch black hair was sat on a rickety chair trying and failing to spin a sheathed sword between his legs and catch it with his knees before it fell with a raucous clang.
“Will you stop that?” the man with a very severe, almost monkish hair cut snapped at him.
The young man sullenly retrieved his sword and sat with his jaw clenched, staring at the fire. He had no beer in front of him and no food, his face was sharp and sported a nose too big for it and his shoulders were very thin. So skinny in fact, they stuck up like stony little crags against the boniness of his chest.
“Go easy on him, Martin,” Tilly said, “he's not done anything wrong,”
“Only cause a nuisance wherever he goes,” Martin said.
Fulk drank his beer and glanced back at the black haired young man who was looking more miserable by the moment, he smirked and shook his head.  The boy never learned.
Getting up with a loud clang, as his sword had fallen over, the young man with black hair made his way towards the door.
“Where do you think you're going, Amis?” Martin snapped.
“Out!” the young man snapped.
“Be back by sundown,” Martin said, “or else Lenna wont' keep supper warm.”
The men at their tables began to laugh, as the young man's cheeks turned a humiliated red. He left in a hurry after that and Fulk smirked as he passed him by. Waiting only a few minutes, Fulk finished his drink to the last drop and got up to leave. His sleeve was grabbed as he got up and when he looked to see who the offending party was, it had been Martin. The man's severe haircut and sharp looking eyes reminded Fulk of the foreigners who traveled from southern Adelaide, but they had been dressed in fine silks and this man looked like he'd never seen a coin made of gold that hadn't come from a dung heap. Martin was dressed as his profession allowed and stank something terrible, he had been busy harvesting his crop from the local cesspits only a few hours before.
“Don't you follow him,” Martin said.
“Think your son is old enough to choose his own friends,” Fulk said.
“You're not his friend,” Martin said, “I'd have a mind to pay to have your eye shot through with an arrow when you sneak off to poach with your vile crew.”
“Go on then,” Fulk said, “but I somehow don't think the King's guard will take much to your lowly profession shutting down his most needed professional.”
With some annoyance, Martin let go of his sleeve. Fulk snubbed his nose at him and left with a jovial step.
“He's a regular Robin Hood that one,” said Tilly “the spitting image of his father. When they come off the barge like that you know they're up to no good.”
“I never knew his father back in the old days. Fulk's a miserable fiend,” Martin said, “deserving of nothing but the darkest end of Garstwrot's dungeon.” 
Tilly laughed, “I wouldn't like to send him there. I heard there's a pack of bones down there along with treasure enough to ransom a King, he'd likely just carve his way out in a month with ten sacks of gold behind him. Wonder what he wants with your son, nothing good I'd think.”
“Amis is an idiot,” Martin said, “there's no easier mark in all of Elaine than him.”
“Awfully uncharitable,” Tilly said, “he's not that much a fool. I heard he killed three bandit men who were set to make easy work of our charcoal camps with only himself and his sword. I'd be proud of that, myself.”
“He's lucky he came upon them while shifting crooked goods from Fulk's own stores to hide what he'd been doing. Killing is all he's good for,” Martin said, “it's all he's ever been good at besides taking the fall for other people's bad business.”
“He could have done in the Fairfax murderer,” Tilly said, “for all you know.”
“The children were as likely to be lost in the woods by Fairfax as killed by any other hand,” Martin said, “and Amis would do himself a favor to get lost with them.”
It was clear that Tilly wasn't fond of the way Martin treated his son but she said no more, just thought to fill a basket with some bread for poor Amis who had been looking rather peaky of late. It wasn't as if Martin ever gave him any proper money, if he had Tilly thought it was likely Amis wouldn't have been involved in so much bad business.
The blacksmith bustled in past the lurkers and layabouts that had gathered and didn't call for a drink. He leaned over Martin and slid a large wooden coin across the table that had a rose carved onto it. Martin looked at it, his face taking on deepest dread. He glanced up at the blacksmith who nodded to him.
“It's been lit,” Reyna said.
Together they left to go outside and have a conversation without prying ears to hear. 
That night something terrible happened in Garstwrot village, something most evil. Shouts went up and a light could be traced from Reyna's pig pens to the town square, quickly followed by several others.
“Murder!” they cried, “Witchcraft! The Fairfax killer's been found!”
By the time they reached the fields there was quite a crowd to be chasing one thin, young man who staggered in threadbare clothes splashing through the muddy puddles. His brow was coated in sweat and his face flushed and the steps he had been taking slowed until he only weaved with a limping stagger. He managed to crawl pitifully into Reyna's cow barn and collapse into the hay.
But a woman had been following him, trying to keep up with the men while shouting.
“No!” Durgia screamed, “he's not to blame!”
Durgia's best friend, the milkmaid Ellie, rushed into the barn to check on Amis who had laid on the floor in a heap. She tried to straighten him out but found his eyes rolled back nearly to their whites. His brow was burning hot and he wasn't talking anything that made sense.
“Durgia!” Ellie said, “I can't tell what's wrong with him. We need to get a priest.”
With a pale and stricken face, she tried to face the crowd that had gathered outside the barn.
“He's already sick,” Durgia implored, “he's dying! Leave him be! He didn't kill those children!”
“Are you saying the dead infant with the missing head was killed on accident?” the man shouting was a labourer.
Durgia knew the man as Otto from the farm next to hers, he wasn't a bad man but not particularly brilliant.
“No,” Durgia desperately replied, “Otto listen to me, he's not clever enough to have done it! He's too simple in the brain! Remember what happened last Sunday? He can hardly get to Fairfax market without getting lost along the way, it's not him that's done it! Please!” 
“Get the gate,” Otto said, “we'll get him to be sure he won't do it again.”
“No!” Durgia shouted, “that was my baby! If you want to call someone a murderer then call me that, not him! He's an idiot! A fool! You all know him! He just did as I asked!”
The men all quieted their shuffling suffering under some confusion, if Durgia had her own infant killed that was a confusing state of things because she was clearly not the Fairfax killer. The thunderous sound of horse hooves caused all the men to move out of the way. Reyna sat on his horse, his face a picture of sternness.
“What the hell have you done now, Durgia?” Reyna said.
“God forgive me,” Durgia said, her lower lip trembling, “I just wanted out of this place and he did what I couldn't! I'll thank him forever!”
Her father's face turned pale and then almost purple. 
“Where's Amis,” Reyna shouted, “where's that little rat! I'll skin him myself!”
Ellie who was clinging to Durgia's arm pointed to the barn. Reyna went in and then returned a very shaken and pale man. He crossed himself and looked to the heavens but instead found his eyes on the shadowy shape of Garstwort keep.
“He's dying,” Reyna said, “God or the devil will take him.”
Durgia trembled all over and Ellie tried to comfort her. Neither of them had wanted this, Amis should have been freely riding along the highway on Martin's good horse. They weren't supposed to have been surprised and Fulk had scarpered away so quickly that Durgia had no idea where he might be to attest to Amis' role in their doings.
“You stupid, stupid girl,” Reyna said, “get on that horse. And you! You men, you've got the wrong man. There isn't a bone in Amis' body that could meet such ridiculous schemes as disappearing children from the village. A murderer he may be but a small time, pathetic, dying one that should be pitied and not reviled, as the devil is surely sewing his sack as we speak to carry him off. Go on with you!”
The men grumbled for lack of violence but they relented and Durgia mounted her father's horse to ride with him while Ellie was left behind.
“Take care of him for me,” Durgia demanded, “get him a priest.”
In the barn under the hay, Amis writhed in delirium at the height of his fever. The milkmaid Ellie came in, she let out a horrified gasp at his condition.
“The men all left,” Ellie said, shaking with fear, “Durgia told me to look after you. I think we ought to get a priest-”
“No don't!” Amis voice, though weak cried out loudly enough to hear, “call Durgia. If I die tonight, I want the last person I see to be her.”
Twisting in the hay, Amis felt the agony of his thin body against the hardened ground more keenly than he had ever before.
“She's with her father,” Ellie said, “they'll find Martin. I'm getting a priest!”
She crossed herself devoutly and ran from the barn her feet splashing through the wet puddles.
Amis didn't want his father, he wanted his lover. And what good would a priest do considering what he had done, it would be foolish to ask for absolution now. He didn't want heaven or hell he wanted away from Garstwrot and now, after coming so close to his much longed for freedom, he was to be denied.
Long moments passed and Ellie never returned to his side but just as quiet as a mouse, a spindly man pushed aside a few loose planks of wood and crept inside. The lanky figure made his way over to the dying Amis and crouched next to him.
“Made a cock up of it,” Fulk said, “didn't you? As per usual, I shouldn't have expected any less.”
Fulk leaned over Amis and held his black hair between his fingers, as if checking its quality.  
“You left us,” Amis tried to say, flailing his hand limply, “abandoned her. What sort of man are you?”
But his words came out gasping and weak and Fulk began to cut part of Amis' hair away, sawing it off with remarkable speed. It was a strange thing to do, though Fulk was known for stealing bits of dead people he could sell Amis hadn't yet stopped breathing. He attempted another weak flail to push the grave master away.
“I'm not dead!” Amis said. 
The bang of the barn door had Fulk scampering.
“Damn!” Fulk hissed in annoyance.
“Don't leave me here,” Amis said, “you bastard!”
Putting his finger to his mouth, Fulk shushed him and quietly crept out by crawling under the place he'd come through near the barn wall.
“Oh god,” Ellie said, when she sat down a bowl of water and a linen cloth, “I think he's gotten worse. What am I supposed to do?”  
She nobly tried to cool his brow despite her hands shaking terribly. It was her kind attentions that frittered him away until Amis knew nothing and sank into an overwhelming dark.
Night turned into dawn and then into late day. Amis woke up with a start and somehow, terribly, knew everything was different. Something was desperately wrong. Nothing moved in the barn; not a sound echoed from anywhere. Amis felt the most incredible ache in his body and struggled to right himself. His shirt was plastered to his back from his sick sweat and his head pounded with lingering fever. He managed to get himself upright and crept towards the door, peering out.
There was no one outside, or rather, there was absolutely nothing around him but the most exceptional stillness.
Amis checked the hay for his sword and cursed when he found it missing. He wavered on his feet, still so terribly weak. His hand trembled in front of his face, his wrist which had never been stout was pathetically thin and bony. He touched his forehead, which felt cool but sticky. For longer then he could remember, he had been affected by frequent illness but nothing so bad and swift moving as what had done him in the night before. That wicked night, which would forever haunt his nightmares he was sure of it.
The sunlight hurt his eyes when he left the barn but he persisted and looked for a horse. There were none to be found and nobody nearby to ask for help. Dread settled, thick and worrying. No noises came on the wind, not even the sound of carts rattling in the town. As Amis staggered towards the farmyard road he fell over something laying in the field. When he put his hands to the ground to right himself, he realized what it was and reeled back in horror. Its skin was desiccant like a beetle's empty carapace, its face was distorted but he knew who it was. It was one of the men who had chased him last night, the laborer Otto laid dead on the ground. And as he looked around he saw others littering the ground where he fell, all the town's rabbling men from the night before tumbled where they had been walking, their torches ashy and burnt into the field.
Staggering away from them in shock, Amis looked up at the darkening sky. Ash began to fall from it like snow and a few, stray crumbs landed on his nose. He sneezed, the sound like a bellows in the silent field. Beneath his feet the earth began to rumble, a low deep sound that vibrated through the staggered sprigs of wheat that had just been planted. Looking up from the ground as the light began to chase towards the horizon at the ending of the day, Amis saw the great shadow of Garstwrot keep crawling along the hills like a clawed and shadowy hand. There were no lights leading anywhere along the roads but there was one from a distance, red and flame like, in the window of Garstwrot keep.
With some misgivings, Amis supposed he'd best head there where at least some other person might be still alive. The elderly Lady Anna was mistress of the town and surely, she would help him and she might not have heard already of his supposed crimes. It was best to keep walking, that way he could pretend that what he surmised had happened  to the town might still be unsure. That the dreadful truth he would find should he stumble into Durgia's house, might not be real.
He had no choice but to walk towards the red light from the ancient keep and hope that what his heart of hearts insisted must be real, simply wasn't.




II

The trees shuddered in the wind and the smell of burnt ash subsided. From the sky gray specks fell like gentle snowflakes and landed on everything until they covered the land in a drab coat. At the heart of the keep as dawn gave way to day, a singular man stirred.
Positioned with hands crossed over his chest and covered in a dousing of light pink petals, he opened his eyes slowly. He pulled the wreaths of flowers from his hair and yanked the heaps of roses from his bed and dumped them unceremoniously to the floor. He blinked in the red, hazy light that burned through his shuttered window, wondering if he was dreaming until it faded into a soft afternoon glow. Stiffly, he made his way upright and to the windows, throwing open his shutters.
There was not a sound and not a single soul was in the courtyard, only the crooked aspen tree that shivered in the light breeze. Delicately dressed in sunlight the ancient, desiccated bones of a long dead horse could be seen white as pearls dappling the courtyard like a strange folly and further on a blocked up well nearly embraced in shadow.  
There was no one alive in the keep but him.
“Oh,” he said, whisper quiet, “how wonderful.”
There was a desiccated man sitting at Lord Guain's desk who had died while putting his dry, bony fingers to pen and paper.
I regret to inform thee, Lady Anna of Lorix, that Lord Guain has died of unknown causes...
While chuckling at the unfinished missive, Lord Guain pushed the corpse over and off his chair. Sitting down at his ornate table he checked his own reflection in his morning mirror. To others he had long blond hair, arresting eyes of green and a handsome face that showed only enough of his thirty-eight years to seem refined. He was Guain of Garstwrot, the handsome lord of the keep. But to himself, he felt much older and looked like a rose on the poise of bursting its own bloom before withering away and scattering its petals.
At his table he washed his face with fine linen dipped into a bowl that had been used last night to dab his brow, he filled the bowl with some scattered petals and made himself a wash basin that gave his skin some gleam of cleanliness. The jewels of his fingers were collected from their resting place and his fine clothes carefully done up, in the practiced way he had learned when one had no servants to do it for him. The richest and most lovely white with delicate golden hems offset his long, curled and golden hair. His leggings and boots were of the purest, palest blue along with his fine kid gloves, which he decided he wouldn't wear today and instead attached elaborate cuffs of gold to the end of his sleeve. They were very delicate and had been made in Adelaide, the country of his childhood. 
When he was dressed he plucked a small stemmed rose from the pile and held it between his two fingers, letting the light shine through its reddish body.
“And in Garstwrot where no flowers grow,” Lord Guain recited, “only the bones are left to say, where a man has been or lived and gone.”
A strange burbling sound erupted from his throat; it was a sound that mimicked joy but had its roots far more in madness. Dropping the flower to the floor, Lord Guain exited his chambers and began examining each room along his hall. The main living area of Garstwrot was actually quite small, as huge portions of the keep had been shut up many centuries ago, including a great spiral staircase that had once been used by servants to traverse its back hallways when the keep had been at its most occupied. There were only five rooms now but a six and seventh had their doors blocked up upstairs.
All along the floor above him were strange shapes in ash like cloven footprints whispering a path through the upper blocked up door. The moment Lord Guain opened the door to the main hallway they began to disperse, so delicate even the gentlest breeze blew them away.
“And in its deepest halls the beasts of Garstwren still play,” Guain said, “their eyes red rimmed with longing for their favorite clay.” 
The rooms would remained blocked up, their chill unwelcome in Lord Guain's empty hall. All that was left was the great hall, the kitchen and the vestibule. When Lord Guain threw open the door to the vestibule he was, to his great surprise, greeted with a dinner knife at his throat.
“Who are you then,” a quiet voice asked him.
A man was the attacker but not one he was familiar with and the soft, low pitched voice was filled with a tremulous intensity.
“I'm Guain of Garstwrot and this is my house,” he said.
“Amis of Garstwrot village,” the man said, slowly removing the blade, “what the devil are you doing here?”
“I was trying to find the servants,” Guain said, “and shouldn't you be calling me my lord?”
“Forgive me for my impudence,” Amis said, his gloomy eyes downcast, “my lord.”
There was some bite to his words, a barely veiled contempt. When Lord Guain turned to see the face of his would be attacker, he was taken aback. Sallow skinned and beaky he looked nothing like the general denizens of the village. Amis' long thin face also looked haggard and worn, though by the general lines of his mouth and cheeks he couldn't have been much more than twenty. His long black hair was a bit wild and cut strangely on one side. But his eyes were the most unusual in their almond shape and graced by dark, arched brows lending him a feint whisper of foreign comeliness. Their color was of darkest brown but in their depths was a smattering of rich red cadmium as if speckles had been flicked from a painter's brush.
“My lord,” Amis said, “the town, I think it's been-”  
It was the young man's frown that gave it away, the sharp boned cheeks and scowling thin mouth that bore a certain family resemblance to the one Lord Guain had seen before. If Lord Guain had been a man with fewer disciplinary traits, he would have let out a whoop of triumph. Instead he merely smiled, serpentine, at what he had discovered.
“I know,” Lord Guain interjected, “I guessed as much considering the state of things in here. Has anyone followed you? How did you get in?” 
“No one to follow me, that I could tell,” Amis said, “and I crawled in through a hole in the outer wall.”
“That hole was miniscule,” Lord Guain said.
“I'm very thin,” Amis admitted, “but I did pull out a few more bricks.”
“And you haven't seen anyone, no one at all, even once you got inside?” Lord Guain said.
“There was nothing to see but death through that awful kitchen,” Amis said. 
“Show me,” Guain demanded, heart beating wildly in his chest.
“Over there,” Amis said his eyes lowered.
It had been quite some time since Lord Guain had seen the kitchen, his servants had handled the day to day so skillfully he had rarely been called to attest to its efficiency. But what a kitchen it had become! The corpses laid strewn about covered in dust; clawed hands poised in mid chore. Two ladies were slumped over their bread bowls at the table while one had collapsed while stoking the fire. Everything was just as gray and ash as clouds before a storm. 
“They look like dried up ghosts,” Amis said, as his quiet voice trembled slightly, “what could have done this?”  
“What do you think?,” Lord Guain asked.
“As if I knew,” Amis said, “plague, maybe?”
“Perhaps,” Lord Guain said, “regardless, there's no more we can do for them except pray for their eternal souls.”
“I'm not very good at praying,” Amis said.
Lord Guain said, “I suppose you wouldn't be.”
“What's that supposed to mean?” Amis said, his tone frosty.
“There hasn't been a church in Garstwrot in at least a thousand years,” Lord Guain said.
“Oh,” Amis said, “everyone just goes to Fairfax on Sunday if they have a mind to, it's a prettier town than this.”
“Did you?” Lord Guain said.
“No,” Amis said, “not lately.”
“Then perhaps we'd best leave prayers for the dead in more skilled hands,” Lord Guain said. 
They left the bodies where they lay and closed the door behind them. 
When they were in the side hallway, Amis stopped and began breathing heavily against the stone wall and pressed his hand to his forehead. After a few moments he pulled from a ragged looking pouch tied around his waist, a pipe. He yanked open the tiny window in the hallway and then lit it up with a fine looking flint striker and after inhaling some breaths, regarded Lord Guain with nothing less than the greatest of suspicion.
“Are you well?” Lord Guain asked.
“I was sick,” Amis admitted, “I thought I'd died at first, when I woke up.”
“Fever?” Lord Guain said.
“Something like that,” Amis said, “I wasn't feeling well for some weeks but it seemed to come on strong after-”
The mouth clamped shut again and his eyes were lowered in pensive revery. His pipe was still burning but it seemed he had lost interest in it and dumped the ashes from the window. It was difficult to tell what was pipe ash and what was ground, the pale flakes had been falling from the sky so steadily. 
“-a shock,” Amis finished, awkwardly.
“It's all right,” Lord Guain said, “well, it's not all right. But there's nothing we can do about it, can we? It must have been a brutal pestilence to do such a thing to an entire town.”
“A pestilence?” Amis said.
“A great pestilence hit the east a few months ago,” Guain said, “we thought it best not to notify the village heads yet as it was so very far away. It must have come in on the ships far faster than we'd thought possible.”
Amis glanced at the floor, “do people normally look like that after a plague? I've never lived through one.”
“After some time in the elements,” Lord Guain admitted.
“I'm sorry,” Amis said, “these are your servants and your friends.” 
Amis winced and pressed his hand again to his forehead.
“Are you still feeling poorly?” Guain said.
Amis said, “it's like waking up from a very bad dream. I was so ill they sent for a priest and then-”
Amis looked away,  his face faltering.
“Then what?” Guain asked.
“Then I woke up in barn,” Amis said, “I thought it was the best to come here, whatever happened Lady Anna must be notified. Though it seems she isn't here, unless-”
“She was away,” Lord Guain said, “for some months at her second holdings in Lorix. It was her deceased husband, the Count of Castille, who originally owned Garstwrot. I should pen a message straight away and see if I can't find some way to send it to keep her from returning early. If it is a plague, it's imperative she remain far from it.” 
Amis glanced up at Lord Guain with a piercing, curious gaze.
“Who are you really, then,” Amis said, “I don't remember ever hearing your name.”
An indecent thrill went through Lord Guain's body but the eyes that met his own were only questioning and suspicious and not all knowing.
“I was at the town meetings only a month ago,” Lord Guain said.
“Oh,” Amis said, sheepishly, “I hadn't ever gone to one.”
“Then you wouldn't have known me,” Lord Guain said, “Lady Anna does love going amongst the people and enjoying their company whereas my time was spent here, assisting with the battlement repairs. She's my wife-”
“Wife?” Amis said, “Sorry, she was so much older than you I'd never thought you could have been her husband.” 
“The Count passed away some time ago and we were married eight years this coming winter,” Lord Guain said, “weren't you at the wedding?”
“I wasn't here but five years and wasn't much for gossip,” Amis said, “to tell the truth, I'm not fond of this town. When the crag smoked the first time, I thought I was in hell.”   
“Who's to say we're not in hell now,” Guain said grimly, “it certainly looks like it.”
“Hell wouldn’t be so simple,” Amis said, “or so alone. There would be hordes of people with us, gallivanting about. It would be just like it had been three days ago on market Sunday but more fire and brimstone.” 
“You certainly seem to know a lot about the afterlife for a man of common cloth,” Guain said.
Amis looked at him with a loathsome gaze, “I don't pretend to know anything but in my opinion and as untrained as it is, we're not dead. Not yet, anyway.”
After putting away his pipe, Amis had begun to wring the end of his shortened hair in a nervous gesture.
“It could be just us two left,” Amis said.
“Possibly,” Lord Guain said, “if there are more survivors I should think they'd follow your example. I need your help to open the main gates, not everyone can fit through a broken brick wall and I'd rather keep everyone close especially since the war-”
“War!” Amis said, surprised, “I never heard of any war, only skirmishes along the border.” 
“It's been boiling at a peak just lately. We have two Kings in Elaine,” Lord Guain said, “and it seems both are convinced of their right to wear a crown for both lands. Garstwrot is a very sleepy place until matters like this drag it into conflict, it's in a very strategic spot along the river. Quite difficult to get an entire army through a fen, I should think if things go badly for either one they'll siege the place and set up here as a lasting stand.”
“What would that mean for us,” Amis said.
“Probably execution,” Lord Guain said, “at best the dungeons. King Hune is convinced everyone is treasonous against him and King Edgen is convinced everyone is an assassin out for his life. So you see, even the most favorable circumstances are against us.”
“Good god,” Amis murmured, “I didn't know it was so grave.”
Lord Guain said, “that's why I encouraged Lady Anna to do her visiting now and it was in part why she was so eager to marry me despite her advanced age. I've been through much war in Adelaide, I could help her. We were friends when I was a boy, you see.”
“Oh,” Amis said, “I see.”
“I hope there are at least some survivors,” Lord Guain said, “beyond ourselves. Otherwise this could be a very ugly state of affairs if we're shut up here until help deigns to arrive.” 
They had the unfortunate task of opening the main doors all to themselves. From his pocket, Lord Guain produced a rather large iron key and unlocked the first part of the gate but the rest was done by a trundle and chain system that was very old and large.
“I will be on the right and you must turn the left but in the opposing direction,” Guain directed, “then the gate fence should pop open and we can push them aside.”
While they were turning the wheels to unlatch the iron shutters, Lord Guain attempted to question Amis about his doings in the town.
“Whose child are you?” Lord Guain asked.
“No one's,” Amis replied.
“What sort of business were you involved in,” Lord Guain said.
“My own,” Amis annoyingly replied, “my lord.”
It was a great effort between the two of them, they were both panting from the exertion before they were done. The door was finally unlatched and its great metal form seized open. They only had to push it slightly to get it open but it was a difficult endeavor for two people. They pushed it wide enough for two men which had to be considered sufficient without becoming too difficult to close again.
Peering through the door Lord Guain observed the grim skies and gray lands that had all been covered in a light layer of ash.
“What would have caused it,” Amis said, “all the wood ash from the sky, it's never been as thick as this.”
“A fire perhaps,” Guain said, “or a discharge from the earth. There's a cavern deep inside the wrot that ends in the river, most never go near it but I saw it when I was surveying the land when I first came here, escorted by Reyna the blacksmith. He warned me about its tendency to be poisonous during certain times.”
“They called that area the Devil's Crag,” Amis said, “the story goes human sacrifice was practiced there in the ancient days, to please the devils in hell and keep them from returning to the land they owned.”
“Even if it looks unnatural,” Guain said, “it could be totally natural. Keep your head about you and don't give in to superstitious claptrap about devils and demons prancing about the countryside.”
Amis scoffed, “the devils can have it, if it belongs to them.”
“Look!” Guain shouted, excitedly, “We may have company yet, there goes a man!”
Through the dank mists of falling ash and roiling fog, a shadowy figure was approaching from a distance. The sounds it made were strange and clattering but it was no horse and cart, merely a tall thin man carrying a collection of oddments. As the figure drew closer it became apparent who and what the figure might be.
“It's Fulk the grave master,” Amis said, and then spat on the ground, “that bastard! Why the hell should he survive out of all the rest!” 
It was a sudden sight to see a man who had prior been so heavy with illness and gloom spring to life and rush out the door.
“Tried to steal my hair!” Amis shouted, “When I wasn't even dead!”
The grave digger raised his shovels and bucket into the air, an amused and crooked smile on his face.
“Help me with my burdens,” Fulk said, “and I might give it back.”
His belligerent offer was dismissed as Amis rushed up to the man and punched him squarely in the jaw which sent him tumbling over, oddments and all. This hardly seem to matter to Fulk, as he began laughing. Amis didn't share his mirth and began cursing at him. 
“I'll knock out those rotten teeth,” Amis shouted, “I'll skin you!”
“Shut up, Amis!” the grave digger said, still gasping with mirth, “I won't be bested by son of a gong farmer!”
“Gong farmer,” Lord Guain said, he couldn't help acting a little bit repulsed.
If the man had made his living shoveling the town's shit, it rather explained a lot, including the wretched state of the clothing he was wearing and his recalcitrance at stating his occupation.
“This man is the pond scum of the town,” Amis said, “he's disgusting and vile! Stealing my hair is the least he's done, he's cut out organs from dead men and dug up dead women to take their hair while he steals their clothes from their rotten bodies and sells them in market as brand new-”
The mirth ceased and it was as if a sudden mirthful shutter had been pulled snapped close; Fulk the grave master certainly had a face made for cruelty whether or not what Amis said was true.
“And there's not a single incident in which you didn't try to climb up those craggy hills along with me to get your due of gold but instead, were made useless by weeping over dead women you never knew like an infant child. Keep your mouth shut you foul little beggar,” Fulk said, “or I'll take my filleting knife to your guts.”
“I'd like to see you try,” Amis said, spitting, “I'll drive it into you instead from arse to neck!”
“Enough!” Lord Guain shouted.
Unfortunately the two men began scrambling on the ground like fighting rats twisting and turning in a heap, neither particularly gaining on the other but both unwilling to relent.
“For god's sake!” Lord Guain shouted again, “Right yourselves and regain your dignity!”
Lord Guain hauled his much thinner,  more agreeable companion from the grips of the grave master. The unfortunate Amis had been wasted from his illness, it was hardly likely he would win the fight as it was. The taller and more robust Fulk had merely been tormenting him as he would a kicked dog, grinning madly all the while.
“Bastard!” Amis spat, “the last thing I ever wanted to see was your ugly face leering at me!”
“Better me than that reeking father of yours,” the grave digger said, “consider it a blessing!”
The grave master wasn't a pleasant looking person, though judging by the state of him he couldn't be older than thirty. His teeth were crooked and his face seemed well worn by drink or by rough living, Lord Guain couldn't be sure which. His white blonde hair was raggedly grown below the shoulder and crowned his face like a helmet made of gauze.  
“He's a nasty sort,” Amis said twisting his sleeve out of Lord Guain's grip, “It's a curse on us that he's still alive.”
“Rather nasty sort yourself,” Fulk said, “at least I wasn't the one being hunted by rabble with pitchforks and torches.”
“Shut up, Shut up!” Amis began to scream.
“Silence!” Lord Guain said, “Your Lord demands it! Behave yourselves, it's only the three of us so far and we must at least attempt to get along.”
“I'll not get along with him,” Amis said, “not for anything!”
Fulk had got back onto his own two feet and was pulling together his shovels and bucket.
“Suit yourself,” Fulk said, with a smile that could have wilted flowers, “sir gong farmer.” 
After the fight had cooled Lord Guain realized just who's sleeve he had been holding. Revulsion warred with his better instincts, Lord Guain wiped his hand on his pant leg. Amis looked away rather quickly, he seemed hurt but Lord Guain was just lucky the mean leavings of his employment hadn't left any residue behind.
“My father was the gong farmer,” Amis snapped, “not me.”
The young man stormed back inside the tower, swearing as he went.
“What was that about?” Lord Guain said.
“He's a bit sore,” the grave digger said, out of breath, “we were after the same girl.”
“I meant the hair you cut,” Lord Guain said.
“It's not against the laws to sell parts of the dead who have no relatives to claim them,” Fulk said, “I just might have cut it before the big death set in. He was in the stables of our girl, hiding himself from the law. Might want to ask him what he's done before you set your sights on me for any wrongdoing.”
Lord Guain said, “by any chance are the two of you criminal?” 
“Ah,” Fulk said, “better to ask him for the particulars but if you want my advice, I'd do it when he's of even temper and not in the company of a sword. But me? Not one to seek punishments over theft or pettiness. If you want to know the details sir, a milkmaid interrupted to dab his dying forehead and I had to scarper out the back after only getting a quarter. But you can trust me when I say no one would have claimed him after death, not even his kin which relieves me of all wrongdoing.”
What Fulk said about himself was at least a partial truth; it wasn't against the law to take from the lonely dead with no one to defend their mortal remains but it was hardly a noble thing to do, especially to a dying man who hadn't yet been put in the ground. Unpleasant as this person was, Lord Guain was rather short on servants and it was convenient that he was of a crooked sort. More mysterious to Lord Guain was the particulars of Fulk's survival, it hadn't been expected and that made him uneasy.
“I see,” Lord Guain said, “can you at least keep your quarrels to yourself? Help me close these gates and then come inside, I'm in desperate need of your services.”
“Who are you, then? I'm Fulk from Garstwrot bone yard,” the grave digger said, “help me with my load and then we'll see.”
“I'm Guain of Garstwrot keep,” Guain said, “you can help yourself and call me Lord.”
The shock on the grave digger's face was worth it but the look that followed after sent a chill down Lord Guain's spine. The man had remarkably seen him for what he was, not what he presented.
“They say luck is the devil's art,” the cunning grave digger said, “like dancing. But there's only one dance left here in Garstwrot and it's the skull with the crown who leads.”
“Mind yourself,” Lord Guain said, “there's one Lord still breathing and it's enough to put you in your place.”
Fulk laughed, he didn't have to say it. They both knew very well it was a threat as empty as Garstwrot's halls. Without question, Lord Guain knew that his circumstances had taken a rather sticky unpredictable turn, as unfortunate as it was exciting.




III

The aspen tree in the keep's courtyard shuddered as the earth rumbled. Its leaves whispered quiet on the wind and dappled the last vestiges of the day through their green, young sprigs. There was a superstition in Elaine that when the leaves of the aspen tree shook they were talking to the dead but in Garstwrot people said that it wasn't the dead they spoke to but the devils that lived under the crag, instead. Despite its strange superstitions and old tales, the earth might rumble and the trees may shudder but Garstwrot had kept its rhythm no matter what anyone else had said about devils, gods or monsters that roamed in the fens, for many years without incidents beyond the normal.
Amis stood in the courtyard looking up into the aspen's ancient branches as the light played about his sallow face. It was late afternoon and already an even deeper hush had borne across the land and he found himself reconsidering all the fairy stories he had been told as a child.
Pressing his own hand to his forehead he was happy to find it was cooling down. Why had he survived his fever? It was a question better poised to the almighty, he knew. Perhaps a better man would have been thankful and considered ways to amend himself for such astonishing good fortune. But all it did was make Amis feel more patently aware of the life he had been trying to leave behind. It had been his dream to leave Garstwrot forever and ride beyond its foaming rivers and belching earth and now he was trapped in its keep with no ally to call his own but himself. There were no horses left alive or any servant of the keep and no villager to take council with. Amis sorely wish he'd had a mind to bring his sword but that was who knows where, since upon waking it wasn't where he had hidden it. Someone must have betrayed his confidence and as there had been only a handful of witnesses and only one who was absolutely crooked, he had a mind to consider Fulk the one responsible for all his ills.
The land rumbled and little bits of ash blew around on the wind. It left him feeling quite cold, like some disaster worse than what they already faced was waiting on the horizon but whether it was punishment from God or some concession from the devil, Amis couldn't say. The sound of struggling men met Amis' ears and he heard before he saw Fulk and Lord Guain carrying a cloth shrouded body.
“If I hadn't known better, I'd think you'd done this before,” Fulk said, rather loudly.
“I've simply carried a few drunken friends back to their rooms. If I pretend, it's not so terrible and instead reminds me of more jovial times,” Lord Guain said. 
“I'm sure it does,” Fulk said.
For a strong looking man, Lord Guain was having some difficulties carrying his end. But it had always been like that, Amis thought bitterly, nobility often didn't like to work any menial activity outside of gentile horse back riding and swinging a decorated sword. They were carrying those awful bodies from the kitchens, the upstairs and wherever else they could be found. The keep wasn't of an exceptional size so the number of its servants were small and its advisers even smaller.
“We'll have to stack them on carts and cover them,” Fulk said, “I'm not digging a gigantic hole by myself.”
“Moira and Gladstone are nobility,” Lord Guain said, “is it really fair to put them with the others?”
“It's all fair to the ghastly King,” Fulk said, “Amis! Make yourself useful, cover these corpses with their cloths seeing as you're too thin to carry them.”
“I don't take orders from you!” Amis said.
“He's still store about our spat, the little beggar,” Fulk said, “he won't be any good until the sting wears off.” 
“Go inside Amis,” Lord Guain said, “stay out of the cold. The last thing I need is more sickness stalking the halls than we have already.”
Annoyed at being dismissed over his perceived weakness, Amis stalked into the keep stepping over the twisted bodies and trying not to breathe too deep the loathsome smells as he made his way inside. If he could have, he would have closed his eyes to walk passed them but then he would have surely walked straight into some wall. The keep favored a twisted, spinning path that only allowed for a few rooms on each floor, Amis knew enough about stone towers and swords that they were built like that to be sure defenders could use their right arm against the offensive's left, a clever bit of thinking. But these halls were very much different and not so much a reverse as a twisting, nonsensical builder's fancy that hadn't considered the practical at all.
Amis put his hand against the plaster walls just inside the hallway leading to the great room and was a bit surprised to notice the fragility of it as it came away. Color and stucco had adhered slightly to his hands and crumbled with the slightest touch, it all seemed like a great facade that must have been put up years ago and had now after being dampened by the lack of fires and activity, begun to wear away. The colors on the wall were lurid and bright, crimson gold and red with dark greens and thatched houses and swirling violent leafy patterns but underneath it all, the stones were a dark and brutal gray just as dismal as the sky of Garstwrot itself.
As he looked above him where the stucco ended Amis thought he saw something moving along the upper staircase, an area that was in far worse repair than the rest. It was a swank of purple cloth that shimmered and slithered along the ground as if from the train of a cloak. It stopped for a moment against the turn of the stair and then began to move again after a time, slipping behind the wall.
After rubbing his sore eyes to be sure of what he had seen, Amis followed its trail up the stairs and found himself on a rather ragged looking landing. At the top of Garswrot keep was a single window that had been tinted with red glass and was partially covered by hammered metal shutters that hung askew. There was no one on the landing or anywhere around and only three doorways to any other room. Two of them looked blocked up by plaster and Amis laid his ear against one, wondering if some interloper had found their way inside the keep or joyously, if someone else from town had survived. But the only sound Amis could hear coming from the sealed up room was the faintest of scratching that could have been a rat, or a shutter off its hinge or any innumerable thing other than human life.
Amis turned to the final door, a great black metal thing with large elaborate hinges that were carved into twisting rose vines. It more than anything looked original to the very ancient age of the keep and Amis noticed, with some nervousness that the door had been just slightly popped open from its resting place.
With a bit of effort the great door was pulled free and the overwhelming smell of must nearly knocked Amis backwards. It was, disappointingly, a small library and not a place anyone could hope to hide. Amis had never been much for books or for reading and wished that it had been an ancient armory he had found instead because then at least he could have had some sport in the courtyard to lighten his mood. Instead he was faced with dusty tomes and a rough wooden table and a few very old, carved wooden chairs. The shelving was bent from damp and age but still held a few books that looked freshly made.
Curiously perusing their titles, Amis saw the most famous stories of the country on its shelves; the King of Ulfsr, the Song of Elaine and the infamous Albin and Gamwyd, most known because of the tempestuous romance between its two male leads. The last book seemed to have multiple copies strewn about the room and one in particular that appeared to be a country play version of the story had been well paged through. It sat on the wobbly three legged desk next to the wooden table and there were a few symbols scratched on the page Amis took for a strange shorthand, perhaps a code of one of the prior lords. A few lines were even underlined for emphasis;
ALBIN;
I saw the great clawed hand,
Beckoning from its craggy hole,
And down I went into its heart,
To test myself against Garstwren,
When I went only the dead were there,
But from the empty chambers and dusty halls,
I heard his voice like a whisper on the wind,
“To Garstwrot when the devil calls” 
And by the underline in a tidy hand was written, Garstwrot Keep.
“Garstwren of Garstwrot,” murmured Amis.
Amis had heard the stories about town that everyone knew; Garstwren was a great witch who lived in a cave by the fens or the edge of the forest near the craggy stones or wherever may have been convenient to the telling of a story. Garstwren was dead but also alive in some mystical way, or sometimes a ghost or a devil that haunted the steps of lost travelers with tricks and curses. The stuff of legends and fairy tales and even as a little boy he had heard that name when he had been forced to read the King of Ulsfr and the very sanitized but classic version of Albin and Gamwyd and there was a mention of him even in the country's greatest epic, the Song of Elaine.
“It's the closest to the original tale I could find,” Lord Guain said, “the church despised the bits about black magic and tried to have it burned. And they were less than forgiving about the more sordid stanzas, besides.” 
Amis nearly dropped the book in his surprise. Lord Guain's shadow stretched across the room and he was wreathed in a barely luminous darkness from the red stained windows. For a moment, he had looked just a bit hellish, like a figure covered in flames. But he wasn't wearing a violet cloak or moving with sinuous grace and yet, Amis still felt a little unnerved by his sudden presence. The man stepped forward and the illusion was broken; Lord Guain was indeed very handsome but just a man of flesh and blood who dressed in very fine clothes.
“I'm sorry,” Lord Guain said, “I didn't mean to scare you.”
“It's fine,” Amis said, putting the book aside, “so, you've managed to get a hold of the original Albin and Gamwyd? I bet that was quite a find, I've never read it.”  
What Amis could remember about the famous tale was that the knight Albin had dark hair and a scarred face and was easily enraged, and desperately in love with his peasant page Gamwyd who for most of the book, wanted nothing to do with him. Amis fancied Gamwyd might have resembled Lord Guain who looked for all the world like a blonde archangel in the light of the dying day, his curled hair and strong, handsome face aglow in orange light. 
“Most haven't,” Lord Guain said, proudly, “only the most avid collectors saved the books from the zealous flames of the church. But it was worth the cost, there was an appearance by that great witch, Garstwren, at the end just as Albin dies and a few stanzas involving our very own little town.”
“I saw the lines about Garstwrot,” Amis said, “and the witch Garstwren. I remember reading about him as a boy.” 
“Oh, how wonderful!” Lord Guain said, his face aglow with excitement, “I've been a scholar of Garstwren and his stories for years. It's a personal project of mine to figure out if he was a real person or just some fancy of a writer back in the old days.”
“Are all these books about Garstwren,” Amis asked, noticing the heaping piles around his feet.
“Some only have a mere mention but according to ancient sources he wasn't just a witch but a demi-god that got himself into trouble with the devil. The legend goes that when he died he wasn't wanted by anyone and had to walk the earth alone forever as a divine punishment. But this I think is a modern reinvention, he seemed to gleefully enjoy himself during the pagan days and gets dropped into the story as some kind of ancient, carnal fountain of knowledge. Some stories have him giving birth to his own children, other times he was a shapeless, shadowy giant that stalked the land for beautiful women to despoil. Lots of places liked to claim that they had been where his first castle had been built and where he lived his ribald pagan existence until a great knight, who was usually described as a fair haired beauty, came to end his reign of terror and cut off his head. I've been reading anything I could get my hands on concerning him and I feel I have the most complete picture of the real Garstwren anyone has ever had in centuries.”
It all sounded like a massive bore to Amis but he didn't dare say so out loud.
“That all seems,” Amis said, “very peculiar.”
“It is to be sure,” Lord Guain said, “and the stories the further back you go, only get stranger. Why, they say he drank blood to keep his immortality. But not human, the blood of devils from the crag. That he slept with demons and gained their powers, cavorted with witches on the hill and fell madly in love with a druid who met a sticky end and encouraged human sacrifice in this very land to sate his lonely spirit. And, have you heard about the infants?”
Amis felt himself go rigid, “no, I hadn't.”
“They say in Garstwrot itself,” Lord Guain said, eyes gleaming with excitement, “they used to sacrifice unwanted infants to Garstwren and then feed the remains to his bestial lovers in the crag. For you see, it was the only way to gain access to his greatest power, that of immortality, through the offering of innocent blood.”
The wind howled outside the little library in a sudden gust and it sounded very much to Amis like the wail of a dying infant. Amis glanced up at Lord Guain who was looming over him, his golden hair falling in a curtain and hand splayed against the stacks of papers and books on the wooden table. The rings on his fingers gleamed with bold ostentatious designs, except for one that Amis noticed seemed very old and tarnished. It had a beautiful black stone and some strange writing around it in an English that must have been very old, as it was impossible to read.
“I didn't know any of that,” Amis said, quietly.
He wished sorely he could close his eyes and block out the winds' lamenting howl.
“Does it bother you?” Lord Guain said, “If it's any consolation, I doubt it was ever done. Most of these accounts are just clergy interpreting pagan rituals to their benefit. Make the unbelievers seem like savages and your way seems more right. Are you all right, really?”
“Yes,” Amis said, nearly at a whisper.
“Then you'd better come downstairs when you're done here,” Lord Guain said, “as Fulk has robbed almost all there is of value. He left the corpses uncovered by the way but I'll give you payment for his careless ways if you put the blankets on. Unless you still feel unwell-”
“I'll do it,” Amis said, “just give me a moment's peace to-”
Amis looked around and realized that what he had seen shimmering up the stairs must have been a wild imagining born from his rattled nerves.
“-to collect myself.”
“Of course,” Lord Guain said.
When left alone Amis let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding in, there was something unnerving about Lord Guain despite his ethereal beauty. There was an edge to him that resembled Amis' recently missing cat, who had been a very handsome devil but would throw around the mice he'd catch, not to eat them but to play in his own cruel way. Amis turned over the book to close it and was surprised to see a neatly written sentence on the back.
To Ges of Cafur from the Count of Castille, may your days be sunnier than Garstwren's, old friend.
 
When the book was shoved aside Amis realized he had been reading over a stack of family lines and there was the same name off to the side, Count Castille of Cafur, Garstwrot keep. What little he knew of geography reminded him that Cafur was very far away, well east of Adelaide. Strange then, that a count from a foreign country would have Garstwrot keep under his belt. But even more unusual, was that at the bottom of the paper heap of names and death dates and strange counts and countesses was a little book that dislodged itself and fell to the floor as if swept off the table by an invisible wind. 
On the floor where the book had popped open, Amis noticed it was very fine but all written in a common script and not stamped out as was the modern way or made in an overly embellished hand the way very old books were.
Diary of Lady Anna of Lorix, Castille Castle
Quickly flipping through the book, Amis read the small missive in Lady Anna's own hand. It was mostly an account of day to day life in Castille Castle; dealing with the irritation of maids, house work, hiring and firing of staff. Minstrels and feast dates, various missives on the state of the church social life and a few barbed gripes about having a much older husband who had already turned gray.
But finally, after some flipping, Amis found what was most interesting to him.
We have abandoned the sunny shores of Castille Castle for a most dismal place, the land of Garswrot. The people here are not the best of the land but not the worst and seem more often troubled by bandits and bargeman than any unkindness from roving armies. My husband says this place will gain us an advantage in the row brewing between King Edgen and his younger brother and I must defer to his formidable political skills but I don't like it here, the weather is miserable and the earth rumbles in a strange, unpleasant way.
It went on a bit about political things that Amis found terribly dull but when he was about to give up and put the book back under the maps, he noticed lines that chilled him.
The death of my husband was a terrible blow to our already troubled keep but Lord Guain has offered marriage in hopes that I can keep my lands safe. What a blessed, blessed child! I'm twenty years his senior and hardly able to provide what a younger woman could but he said that he missed our talks that we had when he was a child, though I have no recollection of him visiting as a boy. I think this is all to comfort me and not based on any truth but how could I say no? The wars are earnest and deep in intrigue and my beloved village in Lorix had no turbulent courts and even less cause to go to war, I am at a loss and in danger. I should pray for guidance and see what is wanted of me by the almighty.
God has give me an answer. I will marry and take the gift given to me to save my family. Lord Guain has knowledge of this place that borders on an obsession, if anyone can save us it will be him. 
There was no more written and the book hadn't been finished to the last page as was the custom in a Lady's diary. He stuffed the little book back where it had come from, under the family trees.
Outdoors the weather was windy with a strong bite and riled up all the ash so it was nearly a flurry in the wind. The bodies stacked outside the gate were a miserable sight to behold. Amis tried not to focus on the ones he might know and instead kept his eyes to the ground and threw the blankets over them, covering them as best he could. Despite the wind, the flies at first were overwhelming but then their buzzing began to dim until, there were only a few stragglers left. After laying the cloths over the corpses Amis had a strange fancy come over him. He picked up a struggling fly in between his fingers and watched it gasp its last few agonizing twists between them. The fly in a few seconds was dead.
“Poison,” Amis thought, with horrific dread.
It would do no good to scream or panic but Amis felt his hands shake. After tying the ends of the cloth to the carts, Amis walked back into the courtyard stiffly. It didn't make any sense even as it whirled around his head; why would a landed noble kill off his very own hold? Perhaps it wasn't Lord Guain who had done it but some person aligned against him, or stranger still some outside force that wanted Garstwrot to themselves, though why anyone would want a struggling keep by a loamy fen that was prone to being ransacked by warring Kings was anyone's guess.
As Amis walked under the eastern window deep in thought, a heap of flower petals fell from the open shutters over his head, nearly drowning him in their profusion and he found himself spitting flowers from his mouth.
“Ah ha!” Fulk laughed from the open window, “I bet you'll be smelling better after this. Too bad it wasn't the chamber pot, you'd feel right at home then!”
“You loathsome bastard!” Amis screamed, “Come down here and I'll fight you!”
“That's enough now, Amis,” Lord Guain said, across the yard, “they're only rose petals, they wont' hurt you. I think we should retire our labors and see what we can do about the great hall.”
“Damn him to hell!” Amis shouted.
Lord Guain sighed, “But I would suggest a wash by a fire, firstly, the two of you look far worse for wear.”
“It was my father who gong farmed,” Amis shouted, “not me!”
“I don't care who dug the shit out of the gutters,” Lord Guain said, sharply, “just get it off yourself.”
“Damn you both!” Amis shouted, “If one isn't cutting my hair while I'm dying the other is lambasting what I'm doing with myself.”
“I'll leave you to it,” Guain said, indifferent, “remember, all the mean things of the house still must be done if we're to maintain any order. That means your original occupation may be called upon as well.”
“It wasn't me who gong farmed!” Amis shouted, but it was hardly heard as Lord Guain wisely had hurried away to other matters.
Having been refused the comfort of hard work due to his fragile condition and wishing to be anywhere but in Fulk's company, Amis had spent the better part of an hour in gloomy repose upstairs balefully glancing at a water basin until good sense took over and he returned to the only companion he was left with, no matter how spurious. 
“Back amongst the living are you?” Lord Guain said, setting down a bottle of wine on the great hall's table, “Looking somewhat cleaner, I see.” 
Perhaps it was some foolish train of thought that had Amis doubting Lord Guain's intentions. He seemed so very ordinary, even if remarkably handsome and was apparently a well read man with his peculiar fancies the way all nobles had. They were very far apart in minds but Amis still couldn't be sure about the diary of Lady Anna and felt the unease wash over him in great waves.
“I cleaned upstairs,” Amis said, “you're awfully cheerful for someone who has lost their whole household.”
“The reason for my cheer should be obvious,” Guain said, “I am, after all, still alive even if others are dead. Have some wine and gather some strength from it, it's quite clear you need a little fortification after your illness.”
“I'm not weak,” Amis said, “only tired.”
“It's not a personal fault to be brought low by sickness,” Guain said, gesturing to the table, “and unlike most you seemed to have survived which is a testament to your strength and dare I say, God's favor.” 
There on the table was a decanter of wine most certainly watered down until it barely resembled anything approaching a stiff drink, which was unfortunate as Amis felt he could have done with several. Gone were the days it seemed of pilfering bottles of his father's favorite and getting stonking drunk next to the river.
“It's made of a local berry,” Lord Guain said, encouraging him, “it's quite lovely, try some.”
But a funny thought occurred to Amis, if Lord Guain was the poisoner, he could have filled the wine jug before anyone would know it and kill them stone dead with it. Even if it were true Amis had a mind to think that they were, for the moment, safe. If there was one thing nobles could be counted upon, it was not knowing how to run anything or do menial labor without help. Amis snatched up the cup and took a drink.
“It's nice,” Amis said, surprised by the strong kick, “very good.”
“It is, isn't it,” Lord Guain said, with such eagerness it again made Amis feel a twinge of suspicion, “have as much as you like, it's not terribly strong. And it's the one thing we have plenty of courtesy of Lady Anna.”
Especially if she's dead, thought Amis.
The fire was lit and Lord Guain pulled out a chair at the table. It was a most foreign and unwelcome thing to be invited to sit but Amis took the chair in his right hand and pulled it close with his left and sat down precisely in a practiced way he hadn't done in years.
“Ah ha!” Lord Guain said, “you become more interesting by the moment.”

Amis sat stiffly, realizing he had made a very bad mistake.
“That's the way nobility takes the chair offered to them by a guest of higher standing,” Lord Guain said, “and your practiced and precise ways make me believe it was something you've done many times before.” 
“Is it?” Amis said, rigidly tense.
“You know it is,” Lord Guain said, “if your motions had been stumbled I would still have thought illness the cause, Fulk would never have done such a thing except in jest. The pulling of the chair and the way you swept into it was very practiced and your unease when I pulled such a chair out for you is yet more evidence, it would have been proper hierarchy that you pulled out a chair for me. You're not the son of a gong farmer at all, are you?”
“I am the son of a gong farmer,” Amis said, curtly, “and Your Lordship just pulled a chair out for him.”
A little bit frustrated Lord Guain gave in and pressed him no further but Amis could feel himself sweat under the scrutiny.   
“The ash is still falling from the sky, ” Lord Guain said, “too bad about the state of the town, the pilgrims love it when it's so thick, they visit Fairfax church and then the crag and spit their bad fortunes at the devil himself.” 
“Do you think the devil really lives in the crag,” Amis asked him.
“No of course not,” Lord Guain said, “for all my talk about Garstwren I truly believe the crag is merely nature asserting itself. A mechanization of god not the devil.”
“This would be a lovely scene of divine punishment in one of your books,” Amis said, then amended, “all the ash and so on, rumblings from the earth.”  
“Why ever do you think the town deserves punishment?” Lord Guain said, “Perhaps it's only your heart that beats so heavily and anyway, the church has always maintained that unburdening the soul releases all guilt before Christef. Is there anything you'd like to confess?” 
Amis kept his mouth firmly shut.
“Keep your secrets then,” Lord Guain said, “ashes can fall from the sky for many reasons and the one thing you learn as a traveler is that the whims of nature aren't always connected to God, sometimes they follow their own course without spiritual interference.”
In the wine glass Amis could see a reflection of his own thin face. He was shocked at the haggardness around his own eyes, a testament to his enduring troubles. There was nothing more to say, Amis remained a gloomy figure resigned to their desperate lot even after drinking more than his fair share of wine. 
When the last of the corpses were cleared away by Fulk, it was up to Amis and Lord Guain to shut the doors behind them using the crank. The resounding thud left Amis' soul rather cold, it felt as if they were locking themselves in a trap though precisely why these thoughts kept appearing Amis wasn't quite sure. There was no hard proof yet, only his instincts warring with his better nature.
They were led upstairs by Lord Guain who offered them the rooms of his personal staff who were no more; they were very fine and Fulk cackled when he saw their rich interiors.
“Try to refrain yourselves from thieving everything,” Lord Guain said, “and don't touch the family tapestries they're worth more than your heads.”
Most of Lord Guain's warning was directed at Fulk who had acquired the habit of molesting things set down on tables or on shelves and pocketing them if they met his taste. Perhaps something should have been done about it but there was no judge or jailer to institute a punishment for petty crime and no theft could even be said to take place as all relatives who might own the wealthy reliquaries were dead. Only Lord Guain could attempt to institute a state of law but it really wasn't worth it. The whole tower was filled with treasures that might as well have glimmered with the same value as dusty skulls on the shelf of an ossuary with no town or market to buy from. It was a sorry state of affairs as far as Amis was concerned, who would have done anything before to have something of value to buy his way out of town.
“Feel free to relieve fresh clothes wherever you  may find them, I fear there is no one to come back for them or make use of their fine cloth any longer,” Lord Guain said, then left them to their washing up. 
After a rather chilly second dousing and rinsing of themselves with fresh linen they both turned their attentions to the alcoves. In two wooden chests there was an absolute lordly amount of fine clothes. It seemed Lord Guain's court had been well outfitted, even when the lesser staff were hired from the town.
“There it is,” Fulk said, excitedly, after some digging, “that's the real thing, silks and velvets.”
“We'd freeze to death in silks,” Amis said.
“Velvet coat then,” Fulk said, amusing himself by caressing a cloak in crimson, “try the second chest Amis, it's for children. Might fit you better.”
“Shut up!” Amis said.
The chest was for the younger court, not exactly children but the insult rang in his ears since he was forced to select from it due to his slight shoulders. Digging through the embroidery and wild colors Amis finally found a more modest verdant shirt, some leggings and a coat. But as his hands lingered in their soft fabrics and flattering half cut sleeves he couldn't stop a wave of wistful longing that came over him, it was a feeling he had tried to forget for a very long time. His mother's wide, pragmatic face flickered in candle light as she spoke her cold dismissal. His stomach flipped inside of him and his vision blurred, he didn't want to go back to that place. He didn't want to think about it. He didn't want the bright colors of his former life, he wanted something that suited him alone.  
At the bottom of the chest was a black velvet shirt with cut out sleeves and silver edging that clearly had been purchased abroad. It was the right shape and length, probably made for some tall adolescent in the court. It was absolutely perfect and from its decoration one of the most expensive things in the tower. It was very much like what Amis had worn when he was seven and his mother's foreign married sister had doted on him, bringing him sweets. The flavor of the fried nuggets and honey were still on his tongue but as an adult, they had turned sour. The sweets had made him sick and his mother had shut him away in the tower out of fear. It was the beginning of a long and dogged illness that had never left him and had meant no more parties or other children to talk to, no matter how much he begged.
Daring to put on the coat forced Amis to turn around for help. With great shock, he saw what Fulk was wearing.
“What do you think?” Fulk said, pilfered pipe tucked between his crooked teeth, “How do I look?”
Amis gaped. He looked like a parody of a Lord from a church play all dressed in crimson. The clothes were an excellent fit, Fulk's lankiness almost appeared natural instead of its usual extreme. None the less, it couldn't hide the grave master's uncouth slouch from hauling bodies or his crooked, evil smirk. 
“Like a bucket of spoiled pig's blood,” Amis said, as he slammed shut the chest.
Fulk dared to laugh at him, his nasal voice a grating rising cacophony. But he did deign to help Amis do up his jacket.
“There's a black cape and a hat to go with that,” Fulk said, nodding at the chest.
The leggings and everything else were also black, Amis felt it suited his mood more than anything else had.  
“I'd look ridiculous in a cape,” Amis said, “and even stupider in one of those ridiculous feather topped things.”
When the sides were tightened sufficiently, Amis helped Fulk do up his own to a better fit.
“Gorgeous aren't they?” Fulk said, admiring his crimson cloak, “Wonder who died and gave me this?”
“They weren't given,” Amis said, “they were lent. And that's my pipe you're smoking, give it back!”
Fulk let out a mean laugh, “lend me your pipe and your pretty ways, little lordling.”
“Shut up!” Amis screamed, reaching for something to hurl at him.
“Well?” Fulk said, “Teach me how to look the part of a little lord, that's what you were weren't you? How to bow and curtsy to the upper crust. Before they found out who you really belonged to-”
A glass cup shattered by Fulk's head.
“I bet that was expensive,” Fulk said, “what a shame.”
“If you dare breathe a word I'll tell all,” Amis threatened, “your role and mine.”
The thin body of the grave master clamped around Amis like a crab around a fish and Amis could feel the chill of cold steel at his neck. Whatever clothes Fulk wore, his breath still stank and his wiry body was still the same one that dug and buried the dead and some would say, put a few of them into the ground himself with proper reimbursement. 
“You'll what? My filleting knife,” Fulk said, “is still just as fine as your sword. Want a repeat of that scar under your rib?”
“The whole town guard isn't here to stop me,” Amis said, “and your aim was off for the son of a bandit prince.”
“And she's not here,” Fulk said, “is she? To shout and save your life because you're a weak coward.”  
“I may be a coward,” Amis hissed, “but at least I stayed.”
Fulk made a disgusted sound and wrenched himself away. Amis could hear the storm of his feet thundering down the deathly silent halls towards the great hall. The solar they were in had a tiny window and Amis took small delight in seeing Fulk knocking over the little sculptures of saints in the alcoves he passed in a fury. He closed the small window while still feeling slightly queasy, they were supposed to have left Garstwrot together and as irrational as it was, it irked him he had been left behind though he never would have made it anywhere in his condition.
But he hadn't died that night, thank Christef. He must have only fallen into a sleep so deep it had seemed like dying. It had been a terrible thing to have seen Fulk's face as he was nearly delirious with fever, to feel the filleting knife begin slicing away his hair before he slipped into a blackness so deep it had felt like death.
“Damn him,” Amis whispered, “damn him to hell!”
There was a mirror on the top of the chest and Amis used it to examine the mismatched length of his hair. It looked annoyingly odd, there would be no way to hide it. While flipping his longer strands this way and that to see if it could cover the shorter over, Amis began to notice something moving behind him. A strange tremulous shadow that lurked in and out of his vision. Glancing behind him Amis realized there was no one else in the solar besides him. The quiet was uncomfortable, the fire hadn't been lit. There was only a red darkness hovering from the windows open to the sky and his own face reflecting back at him, thin and red tinged in the looking glass.
But something else had been there behind his own reflection, he had been sure of it, even if only for a moment.
Then he saw it. Or rather, her. It was such a peculiar sight that at first he sat stock still and could only look. Standing by the doorway was a beautiful older woman dressed all in white, her face the picture of mourning. She stepped forward and reached out to him, her arms extended. Amis could do nothing, could say nothing. She moved towards him and opened her mouth and then let out a most mournful howling.
It was...it couldn't be!
Was it Lady Anna of Garstwrot keep?
Amis let out a shout. As soon as he did, her image faded away. The wind buffeted against the shutters, wailing from the outside and making an awful clattering racket. It could have been nothing, just his imagination. Or it could have been something else. The earth rumbled and the old windows rattled slightly in their frames.
It wasn't long before his own feet thundered down the stone hallway, the smashed alcoves of the saints leered at him, the reddish color of the sky burning from behind the glass windows like flames.
“Lord Guain!” Amis said, running into him, nearly breathless, “there's someone else here!”
“I was just coming to look for you,” Guain said, “I heard Fulk storming through. He's certainly in a much fouler mood than before, whatever did you say to him?”
“Damn him, he's not important! There was a woman!” Amis shouted, “Upstairs!”
“There's no woman here,” Lord Guain said, perplexed.
“There was! I saw her! She was like gossamer all dressed in white,” Amis said, “I could see through her!”
Realizing what he was describing Amis grew very pale. He couldn't describe her features in full because he knew exactly who she looked like, now that his senses had returned to him. Amis had a good idea the man standing in front of him may have had something to do with her demise.
“Like a ghost? The white woman of Garstwrot, perhaps?” Lord Guain said, failing to hide the hint of mirth in his voice.
Amis sucked in a breath, “it was, perhaps.”
“There are no such things,” Lord Guain said, “it says so right in the great book. And unless the devil walks with earthly hooves just to torment three despairing souls-”
“I don't know,” Amis said, knowing he had to hide it, “I just-the wind was howling. I-maybe, I made it up.”
It sounded lame to his own ears and Lord Guain was looking at him rather intensely as if he could see right through him, all the way into his own frantic pounding heart.
“Perhaps it's something my fevered brain thought up,” Amis said, desperately.
The light from sunset burst through the windows and painted the gaudy walls an even more luminous, crimson red. It lit up each hallways and cut across rooms in a strange and unnerving way and made Amis' head spin until he reached up to his eyes in pain. Sharp agony ripped through his skull and he let out a cry, the wind howled ever louder until the cacophony shushed itself and Amis swore he could hear the cry of a baby from very far away.
“Amis,” Lord Guain said, alarmed.
It was quick work that Lord Guain caught Amis before he fell. It was a most embarrassing few moments but Amis managed to keep his head about him and managed to right himself. It had hurt but the pain was past now and he felt a little clearer in the head than he had before. The stories that abounded in Garstwrot were just legends, there weren't any devils on the wind but only evil men. And that Amis could hold close to himself and count on from experience alone. 
“My god,” Lord Guain said, “are you still ill? You should have said something.”
Lord Guain had pulled a white linen cloth from inside his jacket and pressed it against Amis' face. When he looked down to his dismay, he could see it stained a bright red.
“Your nose is bleeding,” Lord Guain said, “I'll help you to the hall.”
“I don't need help,” Amis said.
The reflection of the light through the windows made Lord Guain's green eyes take on a crimson hue. Lord Guain lit the candles next to them by heating a willow in the hot coals of the dying fire. He sat next to Amis on a great chair and carefully dabbed his nose. There were gaping lion maws and twisted vines in beautiful carved wood but Amis couldn't help but feel that the faces took on a sinister cast as the keep was plunged into the darkness of night.
“You're better now,” Guain said, “the blood stopped. Drink some of this to restore you. A loss of blood is nothing to take lightly.” 
A cup of wine was set in front of him and Amis greedily drank it.  It really made a difference, Amis almost felt perfectly well again.
“God,” Amis said, pressing his hand to his head, “what was that?”
“Could be anything,” Guain said, “remains of the fever, nervous trembles, a burst vessel.”
“Remains of a fever don't usually arrive in the form of a pale woman,” Amis said.
“They can,” Lord Guain said, “men in pain or dying will see anything before their last breath.”
“Visions before death,” Amis said, “not after coming back to life.”
It was a ludicrous series of words that made him sound like Christef, which Amis would be the first to say was anything but accurate.
“Unfortunately, as soon as you feel able there's work to be done. By all of us. There's certainly no impetus to relight the fire in the great hall,” Lord Guain said, “but we can heat the upper solars and gather what supplies we can into the kitchen. After that I suggest we all retire, we'll be needing all of our strength for tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Amis said.
“We must enter the township no matter what we find,” Guian said, “it's an imperative, to see who among them is still living.” 
Terror flooded Amis like an unblocked river.
“Still feeling faint?” Guain asked him.
The wail of a child haunted him, the shouts of all the men. It all came back to him like the mysteries on the howling wind and the stories of devils that roamed the fens. 
“No,” Amis said, “I can work.”
That night they went through the lonely tower and closed any open door or shutter. It was an extreme response but Lord Guain reminded them that diseases were the least of their worries.
“Bandits,” Lord Guain said, “rival Lords and even unemployed knights are surprisingly vigorous when they know of a holding that's suffered sudden misfortune.”
“It would be an ambitious lot of bandits to attack a stone keep,” Fulk said, “without knowing in advance of its interior.”
“Who is to say bandits aren't responsible,” Lord Guain said, “they could have herded miasma into the town, or rats carrying disease, poisoned water, the options are limitless.”
“Edgen and Hune do hate each other I'll give you that,” Fulk said, “We're right on the river, who can say if it's not a royal plot. What do you think Amis?”
“I defer to the son of a bandit prince in matters of schemes,” Amis said.
“Goodness,” Lord Guain said, “more bitter than monkshood.” 
“He's got a lot on his mind,” Fulk said, “like how he'll wield his fancy sword with arms so thin, if he should find it in the town.” 
“Shut up,” Amis said, through gritted teeth.
“Well, I know where I would look first if I thought it was stolen,” Lord Guain said, archly “were you a knight for hire, Amis?”
“No,” Amis said.
“Fought in any wars as hired militia?” Lord Guain said, unabated.
“No,” Amis said.
“He'll not tell you,” Fulk said, “not unless you throw him in the dungeons with only bread and water and even then, you might have only a skeleton left in a day dismissing your questions with the gape of its eyes.”
“Shut up!” Amis said, with emphasis.
Lord Guain sighed mightily, “and I suppose so steady a friend wouldn't tell his secrets to just anyone, would they?”
“I still have my honor as a man, my lord,” Fulk said, smirking, “and in this hell, there's naught to pay the devil with or any friends I would think to trust.”  
Lord Guain was clearly frustrated by this but he pressed no further. Amis hunched his shoulders against any questions and looked firmly away from Lord Guain's prying eyes. The clever Lord was watching him for tells betraying his old life, and those were always the hardest to hide. 
“Then let us at least eat together, before bed,” Lord Guain said, “if not as friends then at least my guests. Amis, would you mind helping me?”
“I suppose,” Amis said, “my lord.”
As it was, supper was pantry stores of bread and cheese and a few sad looking pears pulled from the fall stores. Staring at them with some longing, as Amis hadn't been allowed fruit, he cut them up into slices and put them plain on plates.
“Honey and spices,” Lord Guain said, his tone amused, “have you never made pears before?”
“I wasn't allowed to have them,” Amis said.
“It must have been a mean kitchen you were brought up in. Here,” Lord Guain opened a small wooden box, “there are spices from all over the world here, bought at great expense. At worst, we could probably sell them to survive for another few months if we had a way to get to Fairfax.”
“These would pay for the running of a keep?” Amis said, aghast.
“Oh yes,” Lord Guain said, “and in the right market, even more. But here, take the sticks and grind them over the pears and add the honey. I'm looking for the better wines.”
Amis did as he was told and it looked so pretty and smelled so fine he wanted to eat them straight away. Instead he brought them out along with their dried and seasoned venison and cups and nearly toppled over when he saw Fulk leaning back in a chair strumming a lute.
“Where were you,” Amis snapped.
“Pilfering a lute,” Fulk said, “how am I supposed to curry favor from our lord without a song? Sit down Amis and close your mouth, it's catching flies.”
“I didn't know you played anything so fancy,” Amis said.
“Now you do,” Fulk said.
“Do you think Lord Guain will allow it,” Amis said, tartly, “perhaps he doesn't like music.”
When Lord Guain walked into the hall, he was carrying a large number of bottles and noticed Fulk's lute straight away.
“Oh that's a wonderful idea,” Lord Guain said, setting the wine on the table, “after dinner, I would surely appreciate some music to brighten these dour halls.”
Fulk smirked in Amis direction, as if to say 'see?'
It left him rather sour.
The food was decent but to Amis' immense disappointment when he bit into a pear it tasted only like slightly flavored paste.
“Are they stale?” Lord Guain asked, noticing his distaste.
“No,” Amis said, prodding one with a fork, “it just tastes like...sweetened air.”
“But the wine and meat are fine,” Lord Guain said.
“Oh yes,” Amis said, “they're good. The wine is lovely.”
“I'll eat them if you don't,” Fulk said.
“I'm not giving you my fruit!” Amis snapped.
He crammed several in his mouth and chewed with some distaste and swallowed, he supposed the spices added something but it wasn't how pears were supposed to taste. Perhaps so long without them had dulled his taste buds into dust.
“Perhaps illness has dulled your tongue,” Lord Guain suggested.
“I'm not sick now,” Amis said, irritated by his coddling.
In an attempt to lighten the mood, Lord Guain turned to Fulk.
“What songs do you know, grave master?” Lord Guain asked him.
“Many, my Lord,” Fulk said, “but if you'd like, I can sing something a lot more rare than Ulsfr's Last Days. I thought you might fancy something about your keep, here.”
“A song about Garstwrot?” Lord Guain said, looking terribly eager.
“More about Garstwren,” Fulk said, “that rapscallion who founded this place. I don't think anyone else would know it but I met a man on the road who had offered a translation, in exchange for another song. He was a foreigner you see, came from the south and had a lot of strange ditty's no one had ever heard of. So I gave him a version of the Song of Elaine that was a bit unusual in exchange for  this one, a little known lament about times long past.”
“I should very much want to hear it,” Lord Guain said, eyes shining.
“I can sing you some,” Fulk said, “but it's enormously long since it came from the druids and they're a long winded lot, like to spend more of the night singing songs than sleeping especially at feasts.”
Fulk raised his lute and clicked his tongue as if to clear his voice. When the song began, Amis was slightly dismayed to realize that Fulk could actually sing.
Leave me under the bower of a red rose,
Where the water meets the nettle,
In the places where Garstwren stepped,
Where the earth has never settled;
Let me fly with the devils,
And sing from the reddened windows,
Hearing gentle cries from the crows,
As my lover becomes endowed,
With the love Garstwren espoused,
For those who flew on brooms,
Nude and breasts exposed in air,
When they stroked his hair with their fine combs,
Draw me to your dying breast,
As He wept with Orgum's head,
And leave me under the dying oaks,
Or carried across the fens,
Then let me lie as Ulsfr did
On Garstwren's glorious throne of dread.
Fulk ceased his singing and Amis felt like a lump had formed in his throat. The song had been slightly discordant though very comely, but it didn't feel like so much as a tune to play to cheer oneself as a spell being cast.
“That's...awfully sinister,” Amis said.
“It was magnificent,” Lord Guain said, with passionate intensity, “is there any more?”
“Oh yes,” Fulk said, “several more stanzas about Garstwren's comely features, like his cloven hooves and blood stained teeth. Along with a bit of naughty poetry about the formidable nature of his bits and the satisfaction of all the witches he cavorted with. They're a rather more ribald lot in the south, it would have gone over well with their old kings hearing all that kind of debauchery.”
“I must know all of it,” Lord Guain said, “has it been put to pen?”
“Not by me,” Fulk said, “but I still have the vellum he traded. I suppose since I know it by heart I could part with it, for a price. Not in gold, mind. Something tradable.”
The earth rumbled under their feet and Amis found himself feeling most uneasy after hearing such a strange song.
“Who knows what sort of world we'll find after leaving this keep,” Fulk said, “if the Kings have offed each other, if one has taken over. Or if some other crew has swept in from east or west.”
“You're a pragmatic thinker,” Lord Guain said, “Some mutual agreement can be reached, I'm sure. Amis, you may do as you will, Fulk and I can handle the kitchen and the nature of his payment.”
Amis felt a keen sense of dismissal, he wasn't a singer or a poet and therefore he was much less useful than everyone else, just like always. He left the hall without a word and decided to pilfer a candle from the kitchen and peer into the dark courtyard.
The ashes had stopped falling for the moment but the gray snow-like covering was even more unsettling at night. In the darkness Amis could just make out the glinting white bones of an ancient horse resting in the grass and see the closed up well beyond, almost entirely engulfed in darkness. With no moon or stars it was almost like an abyssal hole had swallowed up half the keep in its deep maw.
After the discomfiting view, the dark of the solar room upstairs gave Amis a shiver. Unlike the downstairs these were chambers meant for occasional use and they were more stony and less embellished, the perfect sort of place for a ghost to appear. Fulk had come in early, seeing his trepidation and prodded him in the back giving him a terrible fright.
“You bastard!” Amis said, “if I'd had my sword I'd have cut off your head on accident! And felt not a smidgeon of guilt!”
“I've no worries now then,” Fulk said, his crooked smirk glinting behind his held candle, “those thin arms without their metal were never very strong.”
Amis looked away, he wouldn't play the game Fulk so enjoyed. He would try not to make a further fool of himself by getting angry.
But the image of the ghost wouldn't leave him, what was she if not Lady Anna? Or if she wasn't, what dread thing had been done to keep her from her eternal rest? It was an unpleasant thought and Amis wished his mind wasn't so keen on thinking about it. Lord Guain was in his room in the solar above, besides Fulk who was of no help at all, Amis was entirely alone.
The bed however, was certainly a magnificent consolation prize. He hadn't slept in a bed so fine since...since...he wouldn't think about it. Amis ran his hands over the carved wood and marveled at its strength and beauty. Roses and lions, the taste of whatever master had last owned the keep.
“Not jewels or fine clothes,” Fulk mocked, “but a bed that does you in for a thief.”
“Shut up,” Amis said, kicking off his shoes.
Fulk laughed, high in his nose in an obnoxious fashion.
“Don't forget to tighten the ropes,” Fulk said.
Looking under the bed Amis made sure his bedding was secure, his straw strong smelling and the cushions warmed with the hot rocks from their fire. He had forgotten almost everything but it came back to him. Far better than he had ever had in his father's wretched, threadbare house sleeping in hay piles on the floor.
“When would you have ever slept in something like this,” muttered Amis.
“Because of a woman,” Fulk said, “of course.”
“Of course,” Amis said bitingly, hardly thinking it was true.
It was an unbearable luxury. Laying on the feather mattress and soft pillows Amis felt a sudden wave of anxiety overtake him. He had been avoiding thinking about it all day. Tomorrow they would go into the town and they would know. The deathly silence emanating from outdoors was a poignant reminder that all was not well in Garstwrot and might never be again.




IV

After what felt like ages of turning and writhing, Amis finally fell asleep and dreamed. Worse still, he dreamed all the way back to the beginning of his troubles.
He was in his mother's house, its stone walls rising high and higher as they had when he was a little boy. Their tilted walls leaned down towards him but not in safety, rather as a prison he couldn't escape. He recalled his father's face as he welcomed him into town, cold and reserved. The distant way Martin treated him, pushed into a room separate from the family and left alone on an uncomfortable pile of straw missing his old bed. And finally worst of all, the fire lit face of Durgia the blacksmith's daughter, his most darling lover, who looked at him with a strained kind of pity.
“Keep your arms straight,” she had said, “and it will be easier for you both.”
His arms had wavered holding his sword, it had seemed so heavy. And down beneath him laying on a stone table, like the one Durgia's father used to kill the winter pig, was a writhing pile of swaddling.
“One strike,” Durgia said gently, “make it clean.”
It was impossible, he trembled so badly he missed the first time. Sweat was getting on his brow, he felt weak. He knew it was the first inkling of his terrible illness. The baby's wail became a horrendous sound loud as an animal, screaming like a cacophony of voices with their weapons drawn and raised. Searching for him as he stumbled through the dark, crashing through trees and dying, so alone and so desperate in the barn.
With a start and drenched in sweat, Amis woke up in bed. He took in several heaving gasps and helplessly wept against his pillow. He expected to hear some mocking from Fulk if he'd been awake  but when he turned his head after his tears had dried, he noticed that Fulk's bed was empty.
And yet, Amis had a strange feeling that he wasn't alone in the room.
Feeling slightly ill from fear, Amis could hear a sound under his bed. The embers of the fire had burned low and it seemed as if the room was engulfed in a darkness far deeper than nighttime. The scratching sounds continued and Amis steeled himself, he would not be called a coward by anyone even in his own head. He leaped over and tore up the low hanging blanket to reveal....
Nothing. 
There was nothing under his bed, not even very much dust had gathered. But the scratching grew louder and Amis had a mind to think it was actually coming from the fireplace. All manner of fears and imaginings flitted through his head but when he reached the bricked up front he noticed that some false back had been put into place, just like the blocked up rooms upstairs. When his hand gently pressed the warmed back some plaster came away just like in the old hallway. Then the scratching reappeared but came from behind him and shifted along the walls like a moving wave until it went silent. Turning around sharply, Amis let out a shriek when he saw who was standing on his bed.
It was the white woman, the ghost of Lady Anna.
“Garstwreeen,” she hissed in a drawn out voice, impossible and inhuman.
The scratching began to reach a fever pitch, it was almost pounding it was so hard against the plaster backing of the fireplace. Without Fulk to assuage him that it was only a dream, Amis was terrified, he shrank back. The ground under his feet rumbled and rattled, shaking the shuttered windows of the room.
“GARSTWREEN”
The woman shrieked, rending her white dress and exposing her chest covered in effervescent blood. It ran everywhere like white hot fluid, spilling all over the sheets and floor. Her eyes rolled up into her head and she made the most horrific, agonized faces. Her chest heaved, her body trembled and shuddered as if she were being stabbed again and again with such force he could see her organs heave inside her chest.
Amis screamed, he clamped his hands over his eyes.
All went silent.
Shaking like a leaf he peered through his splayed fingers, he was relieved when he saw no one and felt his own sweat sticking to his brow.  There was nothing of the ghost only the bed Amis had rumpled by leaving all himself. He pressed his hand to his forehead; he could still be feverish. It must be that he was still sick. His imagination was unleashing itself and crushing into his own foolish guilt.
But then from the hall  more scratching came and this sounded like a din of little animal feet skittering along the floor followed by a tinkling, feminine laugh. Sweat soaked and shaking, Amis tried to gather his strength and assure himself. It was only nothing, he would find Fulk or Lord Guain playing a trick and all the nightmares would be quelled and put in their place. He had to be sure of it because if his sanity had snapped he'd have no way of knowing by himself.
When he opened the door he was alarmed at the hallway's intense blackness, it was so dark even the shuttered window that dripped moonlight seemed swallowed up. Touching the walls with his hands he made his way nearly blind towards the direction he thought was Lord Guain's bedroom in the main upper solar, however, no doors could be seen. But just as he was about to turn a corner and go down the spiral staircase he saw the sliding shape of a beautiful, violet cape slither through a crack in the door. The skittering steps increased and Amis knew, with growing dread that someone was coming up behind him. Harsh, hot breathing blew past his ears and the tiny feet grew heavier until they were almost a thudding. Staying still out of fear more than anything else, Amis could feel the gentle caress of a tail slipping between his bare knees. His night shirt nearly stuck to his back and yet against it, he felt the delicate trail of nails. It might have been a woman's hand except when Amis dared look to his side a great clawed hand was next to him.
He screamed and whirled around.
There was nothing but skittering in the dark but he was lost in the keep, no where to be found until daylight he was sure of it. The footsteps thundered around him and he felt it again, the lizard-like tail between his legs sweeping around it. Then he heard a snort and felt some animal breath next to his cheek.
“GARSTWREN”
He heard in his ear, like a thunderous rumble from the earth.
Then the thing grabbed him in its blackened, twisted claws and he was face to face with something whose face was indescribably animal. Amis opened his mouth to shout but a tongue was thrust between his teeth and the hot, fiendish breath blew into it and he felt such terror as he'd never felt and tasted in his throat the coppery flavor of blood. The crude clawed hand grabbed him harshly between the legs and Amis screamed, he shouted. He struggled against its mutant, enormous body. 
“Amis,” the voice drew him from his struggle, “Amis!”
More insistent, like a frantic calling.
“Amis!”
GARSTWREN
The rumbled inhuman voice silenced and in its place was Lord Guain's gentle shushing. He looked concerned and was touching Amis' forehead almost instantly, checking it for some hint of fever. To Amis' immense embarrassment he realized he had been gripping Lord Guain's arm incredibly hard, to the point his own knuckles had gone white. 
“You were shouting,” Lord Guain said.
Amis could barely work his mouth, “I saw- I saw-”
He closed his eyes and opened them again to be sure this time that he was awake.
“I saw the devil,” Amis said, voice trembling.
Lord Guain looked at him with some surprise, then let out a little laugh.
“That must have been some nightmare,” Lord Guain said, “sit down, or lay down. You look terribly exhausted.”
Amis trembled all over, cold and frigid and feeling worse than he'd ever felt before.
“I'm not making it up,” Amis said, “there's something in here, we're not alone.”
“You've been through a great deal,” Lord Guain said, “your nerves are at their limit. Please, lay down.”
With some hesitation, Amis sat on the edge of the bed and finally took in exactly where he was. It must have been Lord Guain's room, the upper solar. There was the bed draped in crimson, the fine stone carved tables and chests and all the ostentatious décor a man like Lord Guain would enjoy. Sculptures of great philosophers, tapestries hanging in the room of hunting scenes and fine velvet curtains that surrounded the bed, like every scarp of cheer from the keep had been crammed into its quarters. There were even scatterings of roes petals all along the floor, that had been tossed to and fro, as if they had dotted some wedding path.
Directly across the bed was a strange portrait that caught Amis' eye because of its uniqueness. It was the portrait of a dark haired man painted carefully in the style of ages past. A squirming devil had been etched in the corner like an ugly scratch in red and the Lordly man's black hair and grim expression were emphasized. Behind him was the very beginning’s of Garstwrot tower with a zig zag underneath. But clutched to the man's chest was a strange creature Amis could only make sense of as an insect, very much like a fat maggot, with spindly legs. It was an ugly and cretinous addition to an otherwise noble portrait of a handsome, if severe looking man.
“Who is that?” Amis said, apprehension growing.
“That's supposed to be Garstwren but I have my doubts,” Lord Guain said, “I think it was more than likely one of his much later descendants. The painting is too fine and the techniques too new, long ago the druids here carved stone and weren't hanging canvas to put brushes to.”
Amis sat uneasily on the bed, his nightmare still pounding through his head. The breathing of the beast still haunted him, its languorous touch across his flesh.
“Your thighs are scratched and bleeding,” Lord Guain said, with some surprise.
“Are they,” Amis said, sweat still sticking to him, “I must have done it to myself.”
It sounded weak to his own ears but still his body wouldn't stop trembling. At least he wasn't alone even if he had to bare Lord Guain's uncomfortable scrutiny.
“May I?” Lord Guain said, “I don't mean to take liberties, your health worries me and it's only two of us here to make do if one of us should get ill.”
Leaning over, Lord Guain gently checked his pale leg flesh and touched the great thick scratches that were still sluggishly red with blood. It was difficult not to notice the pulse of Lord Guain's breath and the pleasing way shadows fell across the back of his neck. The pale line it made and how the veins showed through the white skin. He felt like an arrow being loosed, so uncontrollable and quick. He bit savagely into the fine, pale neck. Plunged his teeth into the flesh.
He felt Lord Guain's arm hit him on the shoulder, a startled gesture of surprised as they tumbled over off the edge of the bed and to the floor. Amis drank from the wound, he bit harder, its soft sweetness unbearably wonderful. Like an internal caress from a fountain of desire, all the things he'd had to let go of came back to him. All the pleasures he had turned away when he was forced to Garstwrot's drab village. Soft beds and fine clothes, the whispered interest of ladies in the court, shining armor and gilt swords. They tumbled through his head as lovers would, their shining glory a wicked temptation.
“Amis,” Lord Guain's voice was laced with desire, low and whispered like a wish.
It burned like a fire inside of him, all reason and sense lost in ashes blood colored that fell from the sky as rose petals would during a coronation. He was still dreaming, he had to be, nothing about it seemed real. He grabbed Lord Guain's shoulders in a hard grip that would have been impossible before, he felt his hunger scalding hot. He felt more than alive, he felt powerful.
And standing at the foot of the bed in blurry effigy was a form Amis knew very well from every bible he had ever read. A dark shape with horns rising into the ceiling, clawed fingers, forked extended tongue and black, cloven hooves. It wavered like a blinking image and backed into the darkness to vanish without a trace.
“I think I'm going mad,” Amis whispered, as blood fell from his lips in drops and spattered against Lord Guain's pale skin. 
And then dawn broke through the window like a knife cutting with blinding light and Amis knew no more.
That morning Amis awoke feeling tired in a way that went straight to his bones. His limbs felt heavy and his head thick, his eyes were sore from the barest hint of light. He had awakened in Lord Guain's room and in his bed. Humiliation slightly reddened his cheeks, what he had dreamed had seemed so real but there was no way on earth it could have been. As a matter of course he checked his thighs and to his great relief, there were no scratches or signs of anything. 
After some struggle, he managed to right himself and go back into his own room where Fulk was waiting for him. It was not a pleasant sight as a matter of course but especially not first thing in the morning.
Between Fulk's teeth he held a pipe, the very same he had stolen from Amis the day before. He was puffing away on it, leering at him.
“Spent the night with the Lord in his own bed,” Fulk said, “moving up in the world, are we?”
“Shut up,” Amis said, “I walked there in my sleep. I had a nightmare, Lord Guain was kind-”
“Must have been some dream,” Fulk said.
“Oh will you stop,” Amis hissed, “with your jibes and banter. I'm sick to death of it!”
Fulk had the gall to laugh at him, a nasal and ugly sound.
“It's not unwise to practice for the military life but if you'd had a taste for men you should have spread your affections in the village,” Fulk said, “maybe a few would have taken up arms in defense of and not against your person.”
“Just because I wash my face and brush my teeth,” Amis said, splashing water on himself, “doesn't make me a damn Gamwyd.”
“Well you may have found your own Albin, regardless. Though I do wonder why a man like our Lord,  who could have lifted any skirt he pleased for miles around, has instead set his sights on a lowly waif with unwashed hair and legs far too skinny.”
“He doesn’t fancy me,” Amis said, his gut twisting, “don't say something like that in earshot or you might be without a head once this business is through.”
The dream still burned and lingered shamefully in his mind but perhaps, not that Amis would admit to Fulk of all people giving him comfort, perhaps it was something of Lord Guain's fancies that he had noticed without thinking and it had been put into his head. Though it was hardly shameful to find a man who looked like that attractive no matter which way anyone normally tended to look for lovers.
“Him and what army,” Fulk said, “you? Don't make me laugh.”
Fulk brushed passed him and leaned in close by his ear, nearly causing Amis to knock over the water basin in surprise.
“He's listening to us,” Fulk hissed, “he's been spying.”
“What,” Amis said, rather loudly.
Fulk made a shushing motion, “all night he wandered the upstairs halls and when I went to wake you up, you were dead to the world. As if you had been drugged. I took to the halls trying to find out where he was going but I lost him by the library.”
Amis' eyes went wide, “that's not possible, there's no where else to go up there.”
“He went somewhere, I could hear his steps as they faded,” Fulk said, “tonight, we'll talk elsewhere, with no other listeners. And keep in mind, he could have spiked the wine which would explain a man sleep walking when he's not known to.”
The night made sense in a way events hadn't before. And that had also explained Fulk's empty bed and perhaps, it had all been just a very bad dream.
“The library,” Amis blurted, “it's a small room, no one could go in or out without notice.”
“The library,” Fulk said,“I suppose it'll do. After this business in the town, meet me there and be sure you're alone.”
There were no servants and therefore the menial labors of the house were up to the three of them. It was decided that Amis should take on the skills that required less physical exertion due to his past illness having left him depleted. Unfortunately, it meant he was relegated to emptying the chamber pots into the gong pit and gathering water from the river at the bottom of the cliff, as the well on the grounds was blocked up. There was an old rusted mechanism that helped lift buckets from the river and its rickety gears weren't encouraging in the slightest. When Amis went to crank the water up he nearly fell in from the strain of pulling the buckets upwards and to his great insult, Fulk heard his shout and had to come and help him. 
“Damn, this is difficult for one man. Typical of lordly folk,” Fulk had said, “scarper off before any real work gets done.”
“Shut up,” Amis panted, setting down his buckets, “if you had a mind to skip out on work, you would have. And who the hell would build a keep this way? No water but over a deadly cliff and only a few ropes and buckets to bring it up. I nearly killed myself hauling it one way!”
“It would keep out attackers,” Fulk said, “or keep in prisoners.”
Their gaze followed the same path down the steep cliffs overlooking the fens that had a single, water washed grate hovering over a most steep cliff side.
“I would hope I would never fall down,” Amis said, “it's not a great distance but I'd break every bone in my body on those rocks.”
When they had carried back their water, Fulk overturned an empty bucket in the outlying shed next to the kitchen and struck a pipe while sitting on it. His narrowed eyes were looking at the land, assessing it, though for what purpose Amis wasn't quite sure. Amis dumped his water into the wooden reservoir and then began dumping the other buckets that Fulk had hauled up while Amis had been struggling with his single set.
“What are you-” Amis began.
But Fulk shushed him and pointed outdoors.
It was a grim and foggy day, not unusual in a town during spring next to a marshy riverside. Out in the courtyard a few crows had gathered on the aspen tree, their caws a lonely sound over the quiet countryside. Several more crows began to show up and then a monstrous throng. The tree was filled with so many black birds the branches began to bend under their weight.
“An omen?” Amis said, still breathless.
“Not an omen,” Fulk said, “a knowing. They're here to feast on carrion but my question is, where is it.”
After their labors had been done and their work clothes exchanged for traveling ones, Lord Guain met them in the courtyard with a rather unusual surprise.
“I have found one,” Lord Guain said, “a single horse has survived. She had been hiding herself in the lower kitchens sitting as you please by the chimney.”
“Bless us,” Fulk said, “it would be terrible to walk.”
“We will still be walking,” Lord Guain reminded them, “I'll not have one horse go to seed carrying three men even on a cart. It's our last hope to get help should we become desperate.”
Amis glanced at the horse, it was large and black and had great dark eyes but it seemed cowed and greatly frightened, like it had seen some terrible thing. Amis immediately went to comfort it and it seemed more at ease when he had petted its nose and given it some assuring strokes.
“She's a lovely mare,” Amis said.
“Did you ride?” Lord Guain asked.
“No,” Amis lied. 
Fulk snorted and continued smoking his pipe, “it's more convincing if you say yes to something. The man rode on a borrowed horse to keep the highwaymen at bay with our motley crew. Had trouble finding his way on the roads but when he struck true, he'd take a man's head clean off.”
“Shut up!” Amis shouted.
The self satisfied smirk on Fulk's face made Amis want to hit him but he held himself in check, just.
While Amis' riding was tempered by his inability to follow the proper course to anywhere without help, his favored long sword made sure that when he hit his mark no man would be left alive. Anyone in Garswrot who looked at his steel would have known that's where a certain pound of gold from the town coffers had gone and so he had hidden it wherever he could, in stables at the edge of town or sometimes with Durgia's milkmaid Ellie, in her father's house. When the call to arms was raised he would collect it and no one would question him once suited up to fight in his worn out armor, only happy they were one man stronger who could kill and put an end to banditry ever quicker.
“Let us hope that we have no need of such a skill,” Lord Guain said, “but if I should find a sword worth swinging I know who's hands it would be most useful for it to land in. Clearly to have learned to fight there had been a fiefdom in your hands to defend, though how you've ended up so lowly I can't begin to guess.”  
“He's the first to go to arms,” Fulk said, “the last to return. And the most miserable companion on the road you've ever met.”
“Mysterious words from a grave master,” Lord Guain said, “more and more you interest me, Amis.”
“I'll not tell you anything more,” Amis said, curtly.
“His lot gets rather grim,” Fulk said, smirking, “after a certain point.”
Amis said nothing but exuded a gloom so miserable, it was as if the spring sun hid itself behind a cloud in protestation of witnessing it. The wind kicked up and the ground under Garstwrot rumbled ominously, the ash may have stopped falling for a time but its gray coat over all the land was far from a propitious sight.
Denied the use of a horse they went on foot, down into the town itself. It took some time to make it over the craggy hills and towards the lower part of the grounds. There was a bridge over a brook that had seen better days, it was a beautiful place but one Amis had last seen in inauspicious circumstances when he had been stupid drunk and had been pushed over its edge by Fulk's ruffians.  The first houses belonged to the farm manager Aelfreg who oversaw the laborers on the land for the Lord. The door was unlatched and the smoke from the fires long burnt out, it was evident that no living soul lingered inside the house.
Lord Guain said, “I knew them well, they were quite dependable. Aelfreg was a solid man and his wife Madeline a pleasant lady. They were invited to my wedding along with their six children and had the best seating of the peasantry.”
Seeing the village as it was gave Amis the most extraordinary chills. He didn't want to remember his last nights before collapsing in the stable, the rabble that had chased him or the reasons they had found his person objectionable amongst good and decent men. 
“You're shaking,” Guain said, “are you all right?”
“I'm fine,” Amis said.
The door to the manager's house was open and to prove to himself that he was still made of the stuff of manhood, Amis opened it first. Shuddering at the sight, it was clear that Aelfreg and his family were dead. The man of the house had died leaning in a chair his head thrown backwards and body wring tight, the children were scattered around like peas fallen from their pods. Their small bodies contorted and twisted as though they had been in agony.
“Good god above,” Lord Guain said, “so many and in so short of time. This plague must have went through the town with astonishing speed.”
Amis looked at the woman of the house, Madeline, who had died leaning over a pot. She hadn't liked him but he hadn't particularly cared for her either, though he would never wish on her such a mean death. With the bodies in disarray and the actions of the house only half completed by its members, it was clear it wasn't some ferocious disease but more evidence the culprit was a fast acting poison.  He glanced at Fulk who he was sure was thinking something similar.
With his spindly finger, Fulk put his finger against his lips. Amis would for once, heed his advice.
Wandering to the shelf of cookery Fulk ran his finger across some of the pots and looked at it as it came away dirty. Glancing at Amis and then at Lord Guain, he narrowed his eyes in thought.
“Isn't it strange,” Fulk said, weighting his words, “that dust is on every bowl?”
“What do you mean?” Lord Guain said.
“Almost like it's been more than a day since they died,” Fulk said.
The flies buzzed loudly in Amis' ears because it couldn't have been, there was no possibility.
“That would be very strange,” Lord Guain said, “and impossible. I woke up in my own bed after only a day with nothing amiss.”
“I woke up in a barn the next morning” Amis said, glancing between them, “there was no one to find who wasn't already dead.”
“And I,” Fulk said, a slow evil smile growing, “woke up in Durgia's bed.” 
Everything went red. Amis flung himself at Fulk and they both crashed into the wooden shelves shattering the crockery on the threshed flooring.
“Will you two stop it!” Lord Guain said, separating them violently.
“As if that were true,” Fulk said, laughing “have you ever seen her father? Big man and very angry, would kill you soon as look at you. I'm a bit smarter than Amis here, who was caught stealing the milk from the cow by the very same.”
“I hate you!” Amis said, “Curse you! Curse every step you take, devil himself take you!”
“Put it behind you Amis,” Guain said sharply, “everything we've seen suggests the unfortunate woman died of plague like all the rest. It's terrible to say but it's probably true. There's no point in arguing over the dead, it's finished now. Both of you must put the past behind you where it belongs. There are other matters of greater importance than one lost girl!”
Lord Guain had been shouting near the end and Fulk was a bit red on the cheek from where Amis had hit him. Amis was heaving, his breath rattling violently in his chest.
“Neither of you could ever understand love,” Amis said, “and I wouldn't expect either of you to try.”
Storming out of the manager's cottage Amis took some steps and then simply stopped. The nothingness of the sky stretched before him, where could he run to? The brook was no longer a haven where he could hide and drink his purloined wine from his father's house. There was no market day or fair where he could catch a glimpse of Durgia wearing her hair down under her white cap and see her talk with the knights who had come from other fiefdoms on the feast days. He'd never loved Garstwrot but now with it all in disarray, there were a few good memories to miss. There was no one left to recall them but the three of them and it was such a devastating blow that Amis felt hot tears slip down his cheeks before he could stop them.
“Amis,” Lord Guain said, “come. We've got more houses to look at.”
Amis wiped at his face, disgusted with himself. No one had cared about his feelings or ever had cause to pity him, except one person who was now dead. And in the end, her kindness hadn't mattered a wit to anyone but him. 
“All right,” Amis said, his voice a hoarse whisper, “I'm coming.”
From one house to the other, they found more and more. The stories played out differently in each case, the man of the house dead at the gate or the children shriveled up in bed while the mother died at her evening sewing. But the result was the same; a silent, deathly still town filled with dried corpses and rotten, ash covered food.
The fifth house they went to belonged to a man Amis had known well. He had been the stall owner of the market and a purveyor of salted pork, one of his father's many tavern friends.
“His name was Degen,” Amis said, “he had a slaughterhouse in the field behind. Five children and a wife.”
“Second of two. First wife died,” Fulk said, “he tried to short me on the payment so I only buried her three feet instead of four, letting her go to rot. Her body popped in the graveyard loud enough to make a fart.”
“I can't imagine why Amis would ever find your person so disagreeable,” Lord Guain said, sharply.
Amis wasn't paying any attention and had wandered through the gate into the pigpens. After the first house it wasn't so shocking now that he knew what to expect. Though it was still dispiriting; a dead man on a battlefield after a fair fight was another matter compared to dead villagers his father had known and they'd had supper with, even if he hadn't particularly liked any of them. It was a pitiful sight, Degen had fallen face first into the earthen floor he had made himself just last spring.
Behind the gate were the pigs or what was left of them. Their bodies had long ago burst and desiccate into a similar sorry state as the human citizens of the village. But strangely, Amis noticed there were feathers here and there scattered around. As he drew closer he realized they were not feathers but the desiccated bodies of birds. Hundreds stretching across the field as though they had descended in a throng to dine on dead flesh but had never flown away.
Glancing back at Lord Guain who was examining the tensed legs of the deceased and questioning Fulk on matters of putrefaction, Amis now understood Fulk's caution. These were not natural deaths for man or beast,  no plague could have caused it. The bodies were as if they had been months in the air, which would be impossible without some strange interference.
“I think,” Lord Guain said, loudly enough for them both to hear, “the town has been poisoned.”
It was a relief to hear Lord Guain say it, Amis hoped it attested to his innocence. They would both be very much in trouble if the Lord of the keep turned out to be a murdering sort.
“I think so too,” Amis said.
“But why?” Lord Guain said, “That's the question, isn't it?”
The glance at Fulk was a suspicious one and Fulk merely stood his ground with a plain expression.
“Can't imagine why anyone would favor our town,” Fulk said, “unless they were in league with the King.”
Fulk turned his scrutiny on Lord Guain, who returned the look with one of disbelief.
“I certainly hope you're not casting aspersions on myself,” Lord Guain said, “this is my hold and I take my duties very seriously.”
But as they had continued slowly wandering down each lane, Amis came upon a familiar and miserable sight.
“Shut up,” Amis said, “this is my house we've come to.”
The creaking door gave away to the four roomed house inside, it was modest and undecorated. His step-mother was laid out on the floor. Lenna had loved to cook, though it had never been very good in Amis' opinion and lacked any real flavor. Along the wall sat on a shelf were her pots all decorated in gaudy colors with old men's faces decorating the spouts. She had said they were very fine and had been gifted from the manager's wife who had got them from Lady Fairfax herself when she had gone to church. Unlike his father, his step-mother liked fine things and came from some respectable means but she hadn't liked him and that's what had mattered in the end. Amis' favored step-brother, Enda was laying in his room with his wooden horse and his three step-sisters Lyra, Ira and Mod had collapse in a strange heap. It was as if Ira had got up to run away and the other two had pulled her back. It was most disturbing and uncanny.
“Your father's not here,” Fulk said, surprising him, “he must have been elsewhere.”
“Alehouse, perhaps,” Amis said, “by the river.”
When he checked his own room which was to the back out by the pigs, he saw his meager belongings in a pile in the center of the room as if someone had been sorting through them. There was the tile Durgia had mischievously pulled from Fairfax church she had given him with a horse on it and the wooden sword he had been given when he had first arrived, by Conrad. There was also the finely made pin he wore to close his woolen cloak in winter that was badly bent. He had pilfered it from the road as a find. Lastly, a few rough looking shirts and trousers. None of it really  mattered now, not since he had a chest of fine clothes to pick from back at the keep. But he did take one thing and return it to his bag, the tile from Fairfax. It had been too heavy to take with him before, when he had fled without much thought.
“That step-m'am of yours,” Fulk said, “is long dead. Along with the rest of her kin.”
“I'm so sorry,” Lord Guain said, “if there's anything I can do-”
“Stop,” Amis said, “they weren't anything to me, and I was nothing to them.”
“The grit of your teeth says otherwise,” Lord Guain said, “but as you wish. We'll go to the inn now to be sure about your father.”
The alehouse was a ramshackle structure that had connected to a very squat, roughshod inn owned by a woman named Tilly. Where she had come from Amis couldn't entirely say but like most of the ruffians of the village including Fulk, her beginnings had probably involved coming off the barge from the river. She had done all right by Amis and hadn't charged him what she probably should have, commenting on his down turned face being off putting to her customers so it did her favors to upturn it. Her roughness was at least, kindly and not entirely cruel. It was in the alehouse that Amis had unfortunately met Fulk for the first time and sadly, Tilly had met her end before either of them.  She had been lying stretched out on her bed with a switch meant for prodding the fire. Inside the inn were four other men that Amis had no dealings with and Fulk didn't recognize as anyone of note. They had likely been passing through the town and met their unfortunate end with everyone else.
In the tavern part were several men and women, their children and overturned cups. The corpses were like the rest, the people in strange positions, and Amis to his sick acknowledgment did in fact find his father sitting at a table in the midst of them, gambling.
Clutched in his withered hands was a playing cup holding several dice and together with the dice on the table they made three sixes.
“Ominous,” Lord Guain said, “don't you think?”
“By our rules he would have won the table,” Fulk said, “shame he didn’t' get to enjoy his winnings.”
“They look like they died in the midst of the evening,” Amis said.
Amis remained quiet while Fulk snatched up the dice. As they were about to leave Fulk grabbed his shoulder.
“Check your father's pockets,” Fulk said.
“Why should I,” Amis said.
“Because what's his is now yours,” Fulk said, “could be gold.”
Amis made a disgusted sound and shook him off. Fulk wandered outside to relieve himself against a hedge while Amis looked at the corpse of his father and felt very little beyond a slight twinge. They had not been on easy terms for a long time. With some trepidation, Amis did indeed check his pockets and found something quite valuable. It was a small prayer book, very fine. Black leather and gold lining, something so extravagant that Amis couldn't imagine his father ever owning it. He was an imminently practical man, annoyingly cheap and had at one time switched Amis' legs for buying a fancy cut shirt with his own money. It was slipped into Amis' coin purse and just barely fit. He would not tell anyone about it, as no doubt it would only end up in Fulk's hands by some trickery.
The worn paths through the houses were growing thinner, they were almost to the fields now. Getting closer to the tanners, the cattle farms and the blacksmith's.
“This is the one,” Fulk said, “shall you or I go in first?”
Lord Guain respectfully allowed them to have a moment to themselves as he stood near the fence. It was a strange sight that a man in such fine clothes would be hovering at the edge of the cow pasture.
“I'll go,” Amis said, “I want to go first.”
“You're white as a dove,” Fulk said, “let me.”
“No,” Amis snapped, “you've stolen more than enough from me, let me have this.”
The door to the blacksmith's home was rickety and worn with black soot. Amis pushed it open and braced himself for horrors but there were none in his immediate sight. It was an empty smithery with nothing but dust and blackened walls covered in rusting implements. The smell was strong but not unusual for a place that had fired metal. He looked at the foul water in the plunging bucket and the hammer and tongs that had been set aside. It was as if things had been put away and then left in a hurry but with hope that they would return to be used the next day.
Further beyond the door at the center of the hearth a different tale began to emerge. Amis clapped his hand to his nose, the smell wasn't horrific but it was pungent. Rotten food that had cooled and gelled into a mass of rot in the pot it had been cooking in. A woman was sat at the hearth but it wasn't Durgia, it was her maid. An old woman from the neighboring town who had been hired to tend after the children when the smith's wife had suddenly died, Amis had hardly met her but she hadn't like the look of him, he could tell. The poor woman's shriveled body was collapsed at the very edge of the hearth, as though she had merely sat to rest and never got up. The bodies in the bed were bleak; Durgia's two young brothers and her eldest sister had been sleeping and had never risen again.
“Go on then,” Fulk said.
They both stood outside the door to the main sleeping chamber, Amis his hand poised above the door. Here her father slept and the rest in a small adjoining room with the maid and brothers. Amis pushed it open and saw what he could. He turned around in a daze feeling weak.
“She's dead,” he said, hand at his mouth.
“So she is,” Fulk said.
There in her bed was her desiccated body, legs spread apart and shriveled face contorted. In between her thighs was a half packed bag, as though she had been of a mind to leave home but had been caught by surprise by death's cold hands and had simply fallen over.
“She's dead,” Amis repeated.
Fulk put his hand on his shoulder.
“She is,” Fulk said.
Amis let out a terrible sound that resembled a gasping cry. He didn't hide the tears that went down his face, it had been so much pain and so much agony and all for nothing. She'd never had the chance to escape.  Staggering outside he managed to sit on a broken crate and clutch himself while he trembled, unsure if he were going to be sick or not.
Shoved in front of his face was his pipe that Fulk had stolen.
“It'll help,” Fulk said.
Amis snatched it back and struggled to light it. To his irritation, Fulk sparked off a rock and used a sprig of hay to light it for him since his hands shook with ferocity.
“I wish we could give her proper respects” Lord Guain said, “for what it's worth, I'm sorry.”
Amis had calmed himself with his pipe and was as gloomy and steady as he had been before.
“I wouldn't have ever asked to marry her,” Amis said, “I knew better. But I wish I had asked, just to hear what she would have said.”
No one said anything to that, it was the only thing Amis could say, he just hoped she could still hear him say it wherever her soul had went. Once Amis had recovered, they made to leave the town. 
“Unfortunately as the town's fate is clear,” Lord Guain said, “I require your services once again Fulk.”
Fulk said, “and in what way might that be your lord.”
“We must close up the town as best we can,” Lord Guain said, “and retrieve any valuables. We may not know what situation we find ourselves in during the coming months. I believe the town has been poisoned by some known enemy and we are now, possibly, in a state of war. That means the gates of Garstwrot keep must be shut tight, until we know better of what we're dealing with.”
The rest of the town was left as it had been, doors shut up as best they could in case any kin should come looking for them. It was slow and heart rending work, so many dead and so few who would ever care about them. Once they had made it to the inn, it wasn't so horrific any longer and only tiring.
“Could shed a tear for her,” Amis said bitterly.
“It won't do her any good now, will it?” Fulk said, “her soul has met her maker and rests in purgatory and all we're left with is the rotten husk. Pray for her in the chapel in Fairfax if you ever get to it, she'll need it more than salty water shed around her putrefying corpse.”
Amis wanted to fight but all the fight had left him some hours ago when they had sparred in the manager's house. He felt weak and pathetic and terribly sad. Glancing over his shoulder, Lord Guain was checking the body of Amis' father with quick precision. Out of the corner of his eye, Amis noticed him searching by his father's curled hands. Lord Guain's expression shifted for a moment into one of irritation when he turned up nothing but what looked like a wooden coin but despite its worthless value, he pocketed it. After finishing with his task he spoke with them.  
“I shall leave you to your work,” Lord Guain said, “I'll carry with me what I can but the keep requires my urgent attentions, the stores have to be checked and the lower levels secured. Once you're finished, return to the keep and we can close the gates together. It's clear no more survivors will be forthcoming from the town and we must protect ourselves.”
As they wandered house to house, shutting them up with ropes or whatever they could find and covering the denizens with their own bed clothes, Amis could only try and keep up with Fulk's long steps.
“He's bloody typical isn't he,” Fulk muttered, “shoving off and leaving all the work to us.”
“I don't know what you expected,” Amis said, wiping his brow, “he is what he is and we're the only two left to do the work.”
Halfway through the village, Fulk stopped sharply when exiting a house and nearly smacked Amis in the face with a closed door.
“What's the matter with you?” Amis shouted, annoyed.
“There's a man,” Fulk said, “out there.” 
There was a man standing in the front garden, his hands old and gnarled and his face very worn. His hair was going white, the part was severe and the ends dark and straight. His eyes were not kind but rather grim and his mouth was pressed in a thin line. His clothes were very rough and his boots looked very worn, if he had walked from somewhere it must have been a very great distance. 
“Is this Garstwrot?” the man demanded.
“Yes, it is,” Fulk said, “who goes there?”
“The Bishop of Elaine,” the man said, “and who are you?”
The announcement was like a thunder clap, it was a man from King Hune's own court which in light of their current circumstances put them both on edge.
“Fulk the grave master,” he said, “and this is Amis of the town.”
“I suggest you cease your work,” the Bishop said, “these poor souls won't mind if you escort this old man to the keep. I'm tired and I've walked many days as my exhausted feet would attest.”
Fulk grinned, an ugly thing.
“And how would we know you weren't dying of the plague,” Fulk said, “and to leave you out here with the crows.”
“Fulk,” Amis said, “for god's sake-”
“Keep your trap shut, Amis,” Fulk said.
The bishop's thin mouth turned up slightly, “you may not remember me but I remember you, Fulk the grave master. I know it's gold that you want from me but I've already paid you plenty. Despite your poor performance it seems that providence has already finished the job I asked of you and I will politely request your help now in lieu of what my gold has put up to being finished.”
Amis glanced between the two of them and to his surprise saw Fulk go a sickly pale.
“Bishop Nethir of Elaine, is it,” Fulk said, rather stiffly.
“That it is,” Nethir said, “I will be returning to my brother's house. May I take your arm, Amis?”
“Oh,” Amis said, roused from his torpor, “of course.”
It took them significantly longer with such a slow old man between them but as they came upon the keep's gate he showed signs of extreme exhaustion and was beginning to lag even further, nearly slumping on them both.
“Where were you?” Lord Guain said, as he met them at the gate, “I was about to close up. It's almost nightfall.”
“We found another man,” Amis said, winded from carrying him.
“Might be dying from the plague,” Fulk amended.
“I'm not dying of the plague, you idiot,” the Bishop said, “I'm just exhausted.” 
“He says he's your brother,” Fulk said, “which I thought was a funny thing and just about impossible considering-”
“Stop both of you,” Lord Guain said, “this man is my brother, let him in.”
Once again Fulk went a rather, sickish gray and Amis was left confused as anything. But the worst was the paling of the Bishop whose eyes beheld Lord Guain in a way that bordered upon disbelief. As quick as the expression came, it passed and Amis was left feeling even more at a loss.
“It's about damn time you answered my call,” Nethir snarled.
“I've been busy,” Lord Guain said.
“This man,” Fulk said, “is your brother? The Bishop of Elaine?” 
“Yes,” Lord Guain said, “and since I attested to it, I expect you to treat him with the respect a Bishop is due, grave master.”
“Has he been starving you? You're a heap of uncomfortable bones” the Bishop said, turning to Amis.
“No,” Amis said, annoyed, “I was sick.” 
“Can't imagine how that happened,” Nethir said.
“This way please,” Lord Guain said, “into the great hall. And never mind my brother's sorry rambling, he's traveled a very long way indeed, all the way from the heart of the kingdom.”
The bishop was set up in a chair in the great hall and seemed to be coming back to himself. He was handed a basin and some stale bread along with some wine. He ignored the bread and drank deeply of the wine and rinsed the blood from his face with the washing cloth.
“Are these your servants, Guain?” the man asked.
“In a manner of speaking yes,” Lord Guain said, “they're people from the town.”
“Not going to introduce us, then?” Nethir said.
Amis fancied he seemed more of the world than most Bishops he had heard of, not that he had ever met any in person. But the monks of Fairfax and their like were severe, joyless types and while this man seemed very serious, there was something flippant about him that seemed incongruous with a scholarly religious life.
Lord Guain heaved a world weary sigh, “Fulk the grave master and Amis...”
“Son of a gong farmer,” Amis flatly replied.
“Meet my brother Nethir, the Bishop of Elaine,” Lord Guain said.
“We've met,” Amis said, “I mean, he introduced us.”
“Not much for social niceties are you, boy?” Nethir said.
“Go easy on him,” Lord Guain said, “he's been in rough shape recently, far rougher than yourself I'm sure.”
“Son of a gong farmer,” Nethir said, “and a grave master. That's a bit off from the company you usually keep. The boy is pretty in an offset way, I'll give you that.”
“I'm nearly twenty-two,” Amis icily replied, “and I know very well how to use a sword.”
Fulk snorted, “that's about all he knows but he does do it well.” 
“I would ask your skills grave master,” Nethir said, “but I'm already quite familiar with their breadth and depth.”
Then the most peculiar exchange happened, they both met eyes and it was as if they knew each other and Fulk wasn't pleased with what he saw. And the Bishop when he turned to Amis was smug with some other kind of knowing.
“Have we met?” Amis said, feeling very uncomfortable.
“Not as such,” the Bishop replied, “I may have known your mother. You take after her.”
It was a very strange thing to say, his mother had always said it was his father he looked alike to, though perhaps the sternness of their expression and dark hair did bare some remote resemblance. But she had been lighter in the face and far more heavy set than he could ever hope to be. 
“How the hell did you get here all the way from court?” Lord Guain suddenly demanded, “Surely it wasn't only on foot.” 
Amis felt taken aback by his rudeness, there was some tension brewing between them. Though over what, he could only guess.
“That's a fine greeting. No hello to your most beloved brother? No gracious offering of hospitality or kindness? But I should be used to your chilly treatment, especially in my old age. It was a simple matter of following your trails,” Nethir said, “they leave a mark, always have. There's something about your particular brand of politics that makes it easy to pinpoint where you've last been. If you had gotten any of my last messages you might have known what I meant.”
“Well,” Lord Guain said, “I hadn't.”
“The Baroness wishes an audience with you,” Nethir said.
“I don't care what she wants,” Lord Guain said, cooly, “nor do I care what the court of Adelaide has decided on my behalf.”
Nethir glanced at Fulk and Amis in turn, “do these people have any idea what sort of situation you've put them in?” 
“They don't,” Lord Guain said, “nor should it matter to them as they are both safe and alive and shall remain so as long as the keep is in my hands.” 
The bishop banged his hand on the table startling them all and then seeing their shocked faces, began to laugh in mirthless tone.
“What manner of insanity is this,” the Bishop said, “what fool thing have you done to make this strangeness a reality? I wouldn't have believed Garstwrot was what it was unless I had come to see it for myself. Since the bottle has been popped you can bet there will be others clamoring to find what you've found and they won't be as forgiving as I will be. And then there are all the evil legends about the place and ash raining from the sky! If one thing is true, who knows what else might be.”
“Keep your opinions to yourself,” Lord Guain said, “you've made a grave mistake coming here.”
“Lord God have I ever,” Nethir murmured, backing down, “but my ambition still lives even as yours dies daily.”  
“I've still taken care of what I can in my own way,” Lord Guain said, “and my two friends here have been of the greatest help.” 
“This kind of power comes with a price,” Nethir said, “it's one you're not used to paying, yet. That's the only further message I will give you and with that said, I must return to King Hune's side before I lose my head because of your foolishness.”
“Is that all,” Lord Guain said, “you could have sent a song with a minstrel. That would have been much more agreeable. I'm finished here and you can stew in your own anger for all I care, I will return to my books and my hard earned keep. What you decide to do with yourself is up to you. Though there is a horse in the stable you can use if you choose to return to Medlam castle, like a coward.”
“You idiot, you're not the only one with the ability to read! Or a collection of the type of books you find most agreeable,” Nethir said, dabbing his mouth, “there's only so often one can land in a barrel of shit and come out smelling like a rose, Guain and you've pushed your chances much too far with this diabolical place.”
It was an exceedingly strange conversation and everyone left the table that night on edge. That evening lacking any other solutions, Amis met Fulk in the library just as they had discussed, feeling terribly uneasy.
“What was that all about,” Amis said, “why would that man know me? I've never met him.”
Fulk shook his head, he was pacing in the little room picking books up and putting them down, ruffling pages on the table.
“You know more than you're letting on,” Amis said, “why won't you tell me.”
“Amis,” Fulk said, clapping a hand on his shoulder, “I could always count on you to be painfully honest and dutifully naive.”
“What the hell do you mean?” Amis demanded, “If Lord Guain is keeping secrets it hurts us too! Is he the poisoner or isn't he? Who is this brother of his, is it him? He works for the King, doesn't he? And both Kings want this land-”
“Secrets from the likes of him are better kept,” Fulk said, “than exposed. They aren't blood brothers but rather brothers of a common lot.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Amis demanded, “Who are these people?”
“I can't trust you to keep your mouth shut proper or I'd tell you! If they knew clearly what I know,” Fulk snapped, “I'd be better off dead.”
It was a chilling admittance; Fulk knew something more than him that was far more terrible than he could guess.
“Then I'll tell you a secret first, maybe you can think to return it. I think Lady Anna is dead,” Amis said, “in fact, I know it to be true though I can't exactly say how or you'd think I've gone mad.” 
Fulk sucked in a breath, “damn! You're supposed to be my escape plan. We'd go to the King of Elaine and with that great sword arm of yours and be free to do as we will but now trapped in here with those two-”
“Who are these people,” Amis insisted, “if you don't tell me, I can't very well fight them now can I?”
“They aren't the type to be cut down easy,” Fulk said, “they aren't the kind who fight with swords. You'd not know their names even if I told them.”
“Then tell me!” Amis insisted.
“Gessetto and Carbone, though I doubt the first,” Fulk said, “doesn't ring a bell now, does it?”
“No,” Amis admitted, “so, who are they?”
“My father's killers,” Fulk said, “more importantly, the murderers of many men. They left from Adelaide after the governor’s began to clean it up, ugly place Adelaide was, filled with thieves and scoundrels and torn apart by plague and great wars. But then there was peace and law and they were found out, though I had heard Gessetto had gone mad when he was first shut up in Carbone's tower.”
“You've been working for your own father's killers?” Amis said.
“It was his own idiot fault he messed up,” Fulk said, “and only my Uncle put it back to rights and a good thing he had, or right now I'd be long dead. But that's not the bit that's bothersome it's Lord Guain himself, I knew he was a crooked sort when I met him. A nose like mine can sniff them out after living with schemers and scoundrels long enough and he was off from the second I saw him in Fairfax church marrying our Lady of the keep. No man that looks like that would ever marry a woman so old unless there was something sinister afoot or some greatness to be gained. But Garstwrot has neither land nor money and Lorix is a land for sheep and cattle, not worth so much as a raised sword unless you're very much in love with cheese.  But if he is Gessetto, though I can't imagine how he could be, then sense doesn't matter and we're really in it deep, he was a mad bastard made of evil stuff.”
“He doesn't seem driven mad,” Amis said, “just lonely.”
“That's because you're an idiot,” Fulk said, “who can't see the forest for the trees. There is something wrong about him and the way he's obsessed with Garstwrot. When I sang that song it wasn't only for his benefit I wanted to see what Garstwren was worth to him. Do you know what he paid me?”
Amis shook his head.
“This,” Fulk said, and pulled from his pocket a satchel of spices.
Amis stared at it, “it's for cooking, isn't it?”
“No it's not just for cooking,” Fulk said, “it's enough spice to buy several keeps like this one.”
Recalling the conversation Amis had with Lord Guain in the kitchen, he realized what he was actually looking at. It was most of the keep's spice cabinet, all stuffed inside a bag.
“It was worth that much,” Amis said.
“He would have given anything to have it,” Fulk said, “a little bit odd don't you think? Even for a rich man...”
Amis had to sit down, it was a very strange picture. He didn't exactly think of Lord Guain as a good man, and wasn't sure if he was a murderer but he certainly hadn't acted unhinged.
“Just because he's interested in Garstwren,” Amis said, “doesn't make him insane.”
“No,” Fulk said, “but this certainly turns my heart to water. Gessetto was the older one, he was older than Carbone by at least fifteen years. Do you understand what that means? Gessetto should be eighty-four.”
“That's impossible,” Amis said, “no one on earth could turn young again.”
“The amount of times any claim of magical anything could be true in the entire world, could probably be counted on one hand. But sometimes the stories about this place made me pause,” Fulk said, “and here there's something different to the land, a strange feeling you get when you walk about the stones at night. I'm not the superstitious type, I carried the dead for a living and put them in the ground but even I could feel it. That chill in the air on certain days, the whispers on the wind that the old druids sang about.”
“But that surely has nothing to do with a man so old,” Amis said, “Lord Guain can't possibly be more than forty.” 
“Precisely! Which is why all this bothers me and makes my soul shiver. Carbone promised me money ages ago for the location of his brother but I never thought I'd find him or that Lord Guain when I first laid eyes on him remotely fit the description. I was expecting someone much older and far more twisted. A white haired man wasted thin with a presumptuous tone. An old ratty beggar missing teeth with a hunchback and twisted shoulder, convulsing from  his own insanity. Not a handsome man with a straight back and head full of lovely blonde hair. But with black magic on his side that was real and not just a fable, I think I understand all those little children that disappeared from Fairfax the past few years.”
“If childrens' blood made people young,” Amis said, “there wouldn't be a child in the world.” 
“Obviously something more was done to make it happen,” Fulk said, “who knows how the devil works, do you? I don't. I don't want anything to do with that stuff it chills me to the bone. Spending all night talking with gods and devils, the thought of the dead getting up and walking around again makes me pale.”
Amis supposed if that happened, Fulk really would be in trouble considering how he had treated them when putting them into the ground.
“If there's black magic afoot,” Amis said, “what are we supposed to do?”
“Here's where it goes crosser. Don't you get mad about it now; the Baroness of J'Andeux paid me to find Margaret of Fairfax's son. And if I did and he was dead, to bring her proof of it. And so, when you lay dying I tried to cut your hair thinking you were a goner.”
And that was really far too much for Amis to remain even tempered about.
“You sold me out,” Amis said, becoming furious, “would have given my hair for money! You bastard!”
“If you were dead!” Fulk said, “Otherwise, we'd get out of here and out of their schemes. I didn't give a wit what some rich Baroness from Adelaide wanted as long as she paid me for it. ” 
“Why would a Baroness from some far away country want anything to do with me,” Amis said, “I was disinherited.”
Fulk said, “When you were but a little boy do you remember? The way they shut you up in the tower? Everyone knew about it who had ears, it was quite the scandal.”
“Yes,” Amis said, skin going clammy at the memory, “I became very ill and they sequestered me away. It never really left me since then, that awful sickness. I've still never gained the weight I lost and my skin has never gained its color back, I never felt truly well again.”
“I suspect it was the Baroness herself who poisoned you somehow,” Fulk said, “trying to get her claws in Garstwrot.”
“What would I have to do with Garstwrot,” Amis said.
“Before you were dumped on us,” Fulk said, “did you ever wonder why? Did you ever think that it was odd that your father suddenly appeared and came and got you?”
“Of course I found it odd!” Amis said, “It was embarrassing and awful and humiliating in front of the court-”
Amis took in a few great breaths, he wouldn't cry. He was determined.
“I felt such shame,” Amis said, “it was indescribable. My entire life had been a lie, though I feel stupider still that I didn't notice the signs.”
“Like what,” Fulk said.
“She never held me,” Amis said, “my mother kept me at arms length. My siblings were given favor, my father wasn't bothered over my education or whatever I did. I could fall from a tree or burn down a village, it didn't seem to matter. I even beat my mother's prize geese to death just to see what she would do about it. And nothing! Because I meant nothing. Not to any of them. I suppose being the youngest made my lot seem evident but it makes ever more sense now that I know the origins of my birth.”
It was difficult to say out loud and hurt worse to acknowledge. 
“I was a bastard,” Amis said, “remnants of some wicked night.”
“Have you ever wondered if all that was true,” Fulk said.
Amis said, “Of course it was true! Why would they lie about something so horrible? I even look like him, the awful Martin, as much as I detest it. I should hate the parents who raised me in Fairfax hall but I don't, I miss them. I miss my house and my horse and even the cat who stole fish from my plate at supper. I hated Garstwrot village and I still do and I hated my father. I was brought to him and he-”
Amis turned red, he was trying not to cry and failing.
“Instead of accepting me as his son born of his blood, he acted like I was nothing to him,” Amis said, “I slept in a room away from everyone, he kept all good things from my reach. Always heckling me for spending money on anything, harshly rebuking me for going to fight highwaymen encroaching on our own borders. I missed over half, I was only there for four skirmishes! My armor never gained a dent that couldn't be fixed but he tried to hide it from me! The sword was my only joy and he tried to take that too! So I stole, I stole all the gold I could hold from the town coffers to buy myself a sword to run away from this place! Damn him! Damn them all!”
It was Amis turn to pace, his eyes red rimmed and his face splotchy.
“What evil did I do, what crime could I have committed that made them this way? Was I meant to fall this far, so quickly? Cursed by God for some unknown reason,” Amis said, twisting his hair in his hands, “and now we're trapped with two evil men. Why is everything like this?” 
Why was it that in his worst moments Fulk always looked at him with such pity? Same as Durgia had, like they all knew something he didn't.
“And for all your hatred, you still you did as she asked,” Fulk said, “our girl. And became the town pariah.”
“Shut up!” Amis snapped, “You don't know anything, you know less than nothing!”
“I know you're a child still in some ways,” Fulk said.    
“It would have been better if I had been an orphan,” Amis said, “at least then I'd have some reason for my suffering, some rhyme to how events played out. It all just seems so senseless now.”
“There's a reason to all this,” Fulk said, “but you won't like it.” 
“Then TELL ME!” Amis screamed.
The ground rumbled under them, the crag had caused the earth to tremble once again and a few stray books fell off the crooked shelves and landed on the floor. Fulk got up off his seat and picked one up and flipped it over.
“And ere I behold Garstwren's line, 
Whose dry bones can call up thickest dread,
And black hair beautiful enough to turn Satan's head,
A devil's blessing is upon my darkened brow,
And shapes my love like a burning star,
That falls from the ground at night
As my friends return to me from the battlefield of death,”
Fulk looked at Amis with a curious cock of his head.
Fulk said, “what do you think it means?”
The stillness in the library and Amis' harsh breathing were loud and as thunderous as the earth's rumbling.
“I don't know,” Amis said, “but I'm tired. Of this. Of you and of everything.”
Snatching the book from his hands, Amis flipped to another underlined stanza.
“I called the powers of Garstwren's land,
From blood sacrificed unwillingly,
And bled my sorrow across its ground,
Until the earth cracked in its great span,
And then I spoke aloud the words, I-”
Amis paused.
“I can't read it,” Amis said, curiously, “the rest is just symbols-”
Like the symbols in his father's book.
“My god they're the same,” Amis said.
“What is,” Fulk demanded, “show me!”
“In my pocket,” Amis pulled out the little book.
“Goodness that's fine,” Fulk said.
“Keep your sticky hands away from it,” Amis snapped, “look at them. Tiny, little symbols. What do you think they mean?”
“Another language,” Fulk said, “looks old. Nothing like what I've seen in Adelaide, nor anything like the druids chip on their big stone markers. It looks like little hooves, all in rows with funny hats.”
“I suppose,” Amis said, turning the book sideways, “I wish I knew what it meant. It was in my father's coat.”
“Keep it close,” Fulk said, “never let it out of your sight. It's all we've got to bargain the devil with.”
“What do you mean?” Amis demanded.
“For once in your life, just do as your told,” Fulk said, “and for god's sake, pretend that you know nothing or we'll be done in come morning.”
And then quick as anything, Fulk had left the library slamming the door behind him. To what purpose or end, Amis had no idea. After slamming the book shut and putting it inside his pocket, Amis felt uncomfortably chilled. He left the library and wandered the hallway, unsure if he could go to bed at all. In the second solar Amis saw Lord Guain helping to wrap Nethir's feet in bandages, there were a few basins filled with water and crushed petals, along with an alarming red tinge from blood. He didn't look like some fairy tale monster or a man made from witchcraft and evil spells. Only very tired and still just as handsome, as always.
“I hear you Amis,” Lord Guain said, “you may come in, if you like but I'm leaving as soon as I'm finished.”
With sudden swiftness, Lord Guain pushed passed Amis and to his discomfort the expression on the lord's face seemed pained. His hand touched Amis on the shoulder and gripped it just for a brief moment, though for his own benefit or for Lord Guain's, Amis couldn't be sure.
“Never mind him, he has only ever longed for what he can't have. I knew Martin,” Nethir said, “your father was it?”
“Yes,” Amis said.
He felt like an intruder here, some unwanted guest but Nethir bade him to sit down. He took the chair in front of the bed, where Lord Guain had sat to bind his brother's feet. It was with some reluctance that Amis admitted that Nethir looked like any old man from the village and not a nightmare of death and blood the way Fulk was describing. But it was too much to hope that Fulk was that much of a liar.
“He was in the military many years ago and I hear he still remained the cold and calculating master bowman that I knew,” Nethir said, “did he treat you well?”
That his father had worked at anything hard enough to be called master was news to Amis.
“No,” Amis said, shortly.
Nethir had the gall to let out a little chuckle, “I don't suppose he would. Kept you apart from your fellows, didn't he? Made you sleep in another room, shorted you the goods of the common lot?”
Amis looked away, “if that's all you have to say then I'll leave.”
“No that's not all,” Nethir said, “I must ask a question, terrible and personal though it may be. Did you have sexual congress with a woman in the village?”
Amis stared at him, “what the hell does that have to do with anything?”
He wanted to call Nethir an old pervert for such an impudent question but held himself, just.
“And foist a child on her,” Nethir said.
Amis clamped his mouth shut.
“If you have no children then you have nothing to fear,” Nethir said.
“I had none,” Amis said.
The cry of the infant and its wail as it died was in his head, rattling around his skull. It hadn't been his, he was sure of it.
“No infant my lover ever had was my own,” Amis amended.
“When the crag burst two days ago do you know what night it was?” Nethir said.
Amis shook his head.
“It was Walpurg's Eve, as the men from the west call it. An evening of diabolical witchery, when the old druids say that Garstwren would go to the crag and leave his body as a great bat to have sexual congress with all the witches of his land,” Nethir said, “if some blood sacrifice was made on that night, in this place at the exact moment when all dread things were awake and watching, who knows what might happen.”
Amis trembled all over, a shake that wouldn't stop. It had been that night...when he had...
“What have you done on that night,” Nethir said, “tell me.”
“I-,” Amis tried, “I've done noth-”
“I'm a Bishop boy,” Nethir said, “I've heard all manner of confession. Unburden yourself to me without fear, I won't be taking you to court as everyone left to judge you is dead. Let off the weight that slopes your shoulders and anguishes you in your sleep, allow the release to wash over you like a purifying wave and clear you of your dread. I will forgive you as God would, no more or less. And from Christef's forgiveness a new dawn will break and all the terrible things you've done and heard, and seen with those sad dark eyes, will be disappeared like a bad dream.”
Such smooth and sinuous words had never been spoken to his ears but he didn't want to hear them, he knew with such certainty that to tell Nethir anything at all would be a grave mistake, even if he would be uncountably relieved in the telling. 
“I-,” Amis hesitated, “I've killed...some men in battle that I regret.”
“And?” Nethir said.
“That's all,” Amis said.
Picking a strand of black hair from Amis's head, Nethir rubbed the blunted ends between his fingers. He leaned in close, his sharp and aged face blocking out the light of the fire behind him. 
“They say that Garstwren's line was known for its thick black hair and long limbed stature but it was their eyes that left all who beheld them shaken,” Nethir said, “they were red as blood, an unnatural trait that wouldn't go unnoticed if it were to appear today.”
If someone had told him Nethir had been one of Garstwren's children, Amis wouldn't have been very much surprised.
“I've never seen a man like that here,” Amis said, “or woman.”
“For all we know,” Nethir said, “the family is dead or halfway across the world, enjoying the court as any noble would with no tainted mark of infamy on their lives.”
Nethir let go of his hair and Amis tried to repel the feeling of his skin crawling.
“Regardless,” Nethir said, “my darling brother has had an interest in this place since his adolescence. An unhealthy interest that I fear has gone unchecked for far too long, he very much wishes to keep the hold no matter what blood has to be spilled in the doing. And blood spilled here is never to some natural end, keep that in mind, boy. If you have done something profane then it will have surely changed your life for the worst, forever. The stories about Garstwren may be nothing but fairy stories now but some four thousand years ago when he walked this keep's haunted halls, they held a germ of truth. An evil seed now growing from his dusty old bones is indeed, something to fear for even a legend restoring itself has certain repercussions on the worldly stage and I have no doubt it would bring terrible things that ought to be forgotten, back to life. Would you want that on your conscience, boy? Or no? Let that sink into your head until it sticks there.”
When Amis made his way to his upper solar it was with a heavy conscience. Guilt swirled in his stomach and made him nearly sick, he didn't want to remember it. He didn't want to think about it. He went back to his rooms where Fulk was lounging next to the embers of the fire.
“No prayers tonight?” Fulk asked.
“God can't save me now,” Amis said.
“That's a bit grim,” Fulk said, “what did the old man say?”
“He asked me to recount my sins so I told him that I regretted killing the men that I did, that's all,” Amis replied.
Fulk chuckled low, “all those sins you count are nothing but seeds dropped in front of birds. Easily whisked away by prayers and devotions, he nearly had you there I bet.”
“There are some that are far worse,” Amis reminded him, “he also asked me if I had made love with a woman. Why would he care about that?”
“Perhaps he finds you pretty,” Fulk said, mockingly, “and wants to hear your sordid tales.”
“Shut up,” Amis hissed, turning his back to him.
Fulk laughed, “whatever the reason, you did well not answering him in whole.”
“I wonder,” Amis said, after some time, “if Lord Guain is the heir of Garstwrot.”
“Could be,” Fulk said, “Gessetto was supposed to be old, as old as Nethir and now, if that really is him, he looks young again. Think about that for a minute and it might turn your hair white.”
“He certainly doesn't have long claws or cloven hooves,” Amis said, “or blood red eyes.”
“I doubt any man had those attributes,” Fulk said, “but Nethir had hair black as pitch when young, that's true.”
“In Lady Anna's diary,” Amis said, “she made note that Lord Guain's had a fascination with the land that bordered on an obsession. If this is true, perhaps if he isn't the heir he might know who is.”
“Then perhaps we're caught in a power struggle between two evil men and the devil's get,” Fulk said.
“You're more of a devil than any man I know,” Amis said.
“And through love and stupidity,” Fulk reminded him, “you've become more than my equal.”
“That's different,” Amis said, “I had no choice.”
“If that's what keeps you cooler in hell,” Fulk said, “so be it.”




V

It was a restless night for Amis as the words Nethir had said rattled in his head. They twisted and turned and echoed until they became an insensible buzz like flies flying around heaps of dung. But he did, eventually fall into some manner of sleep.
Behind his closed eyes he saw a shape form from its darkness, a great rhythmic movement in some unreal place made of gray stones. There were eyes that glowed like red ruby drops and a heavy and fearsome wind that howled and rattled echoing over the land. Then appearing from the darkness was a great, enormous bat that flapped its wings, mouth agape and hungry, flying, flying through the endless night like some hopeful spark born from his broken-hearted wish that the dead could rise, time could turn backwards in a violent spiral and all could be unwritten, even his own unforgivable birth.
But as its great wings slowed, Amis saw it land on a massive stone carved throne and saw it stretch its wings to an enormous size, as big as three grown men. The windows in the room had red pained glass and the light pouring through them was dark like blood spattering across the floor. There was a sound booming through the stone room that sounded as a battle would, complete with thrashing swords and heavy armor. The bat flapped its wings and let out a triumphant shriek that rattled the very windows and caused the earth to rumble and Amis felt his own terror shake him to the very bones.
In his own bed Amis felt his fingers clenching over the pillows, he knew he must still be somewhat asleep. But when Amis opened his eyes next, he was in the little library as its musty smell assailed his nose first and hard books were pressing into his back, and the rest was cast in a shadow so dark he could barely see. In a tiny smattering of light, Amis saw a familiar face moving amongst the piles of books that had grown into a small mountain.
“Where is it, where is it” Lord Guain said.
Getting up from the ancient chair Lord Guain frantically pulled volumes from their shelves, checked their contents and hurled them to the floor. Whatever he was looking for was not to be found and it was putting him in a wild agitation. Suddenly, Lord Guain turned in Amis direction; it was like he had seen him, sensed his presence. His normally green eyes were a shining blood colored red. Amis backed up as much as he could until the books hurt his spine but it didn't matter, Lord Guain's hand brushed by his face while searching for another book. Amis closed his eyes, fearing what might come next.
Lord Guain had only grabbed a book from its shelf, checked its inside and hurled it to the floor in a fit of pique.
“Damn them,” Lord Guain hissed, “Damn them!”
And then Lord Guain let out a most horrific scream of frustration the likes of which Amis had never heard and never wanted to again. Lord Guain's body spasmed in a most peculiar way and then he lifted up the hand of his left arm and reached towards his right shoulder, grabbing and clutching it like a rend of frustration. Immediately after, he forced himself to lower his hands and calmed his face until the handsome features were as a placid lake, dappled with icy coolness under the spring sun. Amis had leaned so far back in his fear he felt the books pressing straight into the wall and then, with a terrible wrench, the wall behind him flipped around depositing him into a grim stone hallway. He stumbled, fell to his knees and in a panic righted himself onto his feet in a few jerky gestures. A single, half shut up window at the end of the hall was letting in a red light but where the light itself was coming from Amis couldn't say.
The footsteps of tiny skittering animals were unwelcome in such a darkness and Amis swore he could feel tiny furry feet stepping across his own bare toes. He spun and turned, the red light illuminating darkened shapes and giving him no real sight except directly in front of its grimy glass. Amis was absolutely horror struck when he felt the hot breath by his ear and heard the rumbling, terrifying voice growl into it.
“GARSSSTWREEEEN”
Shuddering, Amis clenched and unclenched his fist wishing desperately for his sword.
“Leave me alone,” he tried, “go away you fiend, I'm not for the devil yet. Not yet!”
A low and rumbling laugh assailed his ears and he saw a clawed hand thrust itself by his face. Looking over he saw in its palm a ring, like the one Lord Guain himself wore. It was made of curled gold and had an ancient black stone at its center and strange writing all around its tarnished metal edge. It was thrust upon him, like a gift he couldn't refuse.
“I don't want your gold, devil,” he said again, “go away!”
The tail flicked between his legs, raising higher up his thighs in a playful way. He staggered backwards into the great, massive body of something definitely not human and felt its clawed grip around his waist. The thing was pulling, hauling him further and further into the darkened stone hallway until he found himself clawing at the walls to try and keep himself from being pulled further. Against his nails he felt the plaster wear away as he scratched and fought, and struggled as the beast laughed and laughed, it's loamy rumble echoing and vibrating the great gray stones.
“Amis,” a voice called to him.
Was he being groomed for hell's underbelly by the devil himself? All sinful lust and longing twisted until it was this great, evil mutant thing clawing its way up his thighs?
“Amis!” more insistent this time.
“Amis!” a shout, and a sting across his cheek.
Blinking in the low light of the very early morning, Amis fought to see with his open eyes. His body collapsed limply on the cold floor. It hurt so much, dawn's growing light, he must have mumbled as much because after feeling his limp body being wrestled into a bed the shutters were shut tight. Darkness overcame him in blissful cooling until his heavy eyes finally focused on Lord Guain's back at the dim window. The strange things Fulk had told him seemed all the more impossible and the night had been just a terrible dream, Lord Guain had let loose his curled blonde hair and was looking at Amis with the utmost concern and care, the very opposite of the picture he had been painted by Fulk's stories. 
“Can you hear me now?” Lord Guain said.
Lord Guain looked ordinary and like himself, if rather worried.
“Yes,” Amis said, hesitant.
There had been no wine at dinner and perhaps no drug. What had brought him here, then? How many schemes were afoot; was it Fulk or Nethir or Lord Guain, or perhaps the paranoia of himself pushing him to strange conclusions?
It was difficult to focus on anything, Lord Guain had pressed his hand to his forehead. The rings felt cold against his head and were almost comforting.
“You're very hot,” Lord Guain said, “how are you feeling?”
“Bad,” Amis managed, his eyes were fighting to stay open.
“I fear the fever never left you,” Lord Guain said, “that you're still in the throngs of sickness.”
“No,” Amis said, “no, I saw the devil and he nearly took me away.”
Lord Guain laughed a little, “there's no devils in this castle. Only you and I and Fulk though I would understand if you mistook Nethir for one of the diabolical fold, he does have a way with himself that is most off putting.”
“I saw a great bat,” Amis said, his forehead breaking out in a sweat, “and there were battles all around and beasts growling in my ear.”
It was with some concern that Lord Guain looked at him and leaned over, touching his hair against his sweating forehead.  
“Shall I get my brother,” Lord Guain said, “he has some medical knowledg-”
“No!” Amis said, eyes clenching, “No, it's not death I'm afraid of.”
It would be worse to say his fears out loud, that they too could be devils of the pit come to torment him in an endless nightmare. Amis felt strange and dreamy, blinking painfully in the light. And he was thirsty, so very dry from all his screaming.
Lord Guain reached beyond him to pull up the coverlet and Amis saw his pale, strong wrist near his face. So white and milk colored with translucent veins, and he lunged at it and bit.
Lord Guain made a sound halfway between a yelp and a gasp. Amis could feel his teeth easily meet through flesh like biting into bread but the heat and taste was indescribable. It was like being resurrected from the dead, breathing in easily the warmth of Lord Guain's noble blood. The great beating wings of a bat were next to his head but what should have been a terror was now nothing but a soft welcome sound, companion to his drinking.
Some time passed and Amis could have let it go on forever, pressing his tongue against the wound and feeling warmth spread through him.
“Amis,” Lord Guain's voice was calm and focused, “you must let go, now.”
It was a feeling as close to love as Amis had ever known and he didn't want to let it go, not ever. Gently, with a firm press against his brow, Lord Guain loosened Amis' grip around his wrist and pushed him away. Confused and bereft, Amis tilted his head.
Something red was reflected in Lord Guain's normally green eyes but Amis couldn't make sense of it, they looked like they glowed as a lake did under torchlight. Lord Guain was handsome and strong, his curled blonde hair spilling over and nearly touching the red coverlet and the muscles of his arm were taught as he held the wooden bed post and panted from exertion. But there was something more to the man than Amis could ever put to words, it wavered in and out of his vision like a face within a face. 
“I wish I could be you,” Amis said, quietly, blood sticking to his tongue, “and think my way out of this place, forever.” 
Roughly, Lord Guain grabbed Amis' hair in his hands and pulled him in. It was a heated, biting kiss that tasted of blood. The warmth of another man's mouth wasn't as strange as it should have been and the burning, insistent press between his thighs caused by Lord Guain's other hand was sinking into an indistinct, pleasing smear. But it was so very like the caress of the dreaded beast that had touched him in the secret passage, Amis began to feel a stab of fear.
“I love you,” Lord Guain whispered in his hear, hot breath tickling him, “love you, love you so much....you have no idea...”
The great scaled tail of the beast slithered past Amis' thigh and the clawed hands dug into his scalp just as the hot tongue pressed into his mouth. And there was more than one bestial form in the room; several others whispered by the bed curtains, their great massive hands lifting the velvet and causing the low candle to sputter and gutter out. If it was a man who was making love to him or a beast, he couldn't tell and welcomed their touch in such overwhelming dark that even the morning's first light couldn't chase it away.  Blearily, he felt the wet and heat pull away. Snarling he lashed out to bite but his face was caught in Lord Guain's grip.
When the light fell in from behind the curtain just a bit, it hurt his eyes and he hissed in pain.
“Go to sleep,” Lord Guain told him, “when you wake up, I'll still be here.” 
Amis' head hit the pillow released from the Lord's grip, and he knew no more.
The light came dappling in the window and Amis stirred from his rumpled bed. The bright light of an afternoon assailed his sore eyes and he rubbed them fitfully. Opening his eyes, Amis snapped awake. He was in Lord Guain's room again, its red curtains and carved bed hard to mistake for anywhere else. When Amis threw aside the curtains he was greeted with the same Lordly portrait he had seen before but this time, the picture seemed more sinister in some way. The eyes of the lord weren't entirely brown, he noticed but a strange cadmium red. And the little scratched devil in the corner looked like it had been put there by a claw dipped in ink and not a brush. Amis pressed his hand to his forehead; it was cool. Had it been a dream, or something more?
The day was late and Amis staggered from the bed and threw open the shutter. Down below on the castle grounds Amis saw the Bishop Nethir burst through the still open gates on their only horse, it seemed  he was in a hurry and was leaving Garstwrot as fast as he could. From the first floor Amis could hear the gate being closed shut and he wondered if Fulk was helping Lord Guain close it up. It was an unsettling, thunderous sound that made Amis feel not so much secure, as hopelessly trapped. Staggering backwards from the bright light of day, Amis pressed his hands to his clammy forehead feeling the start of a headache. And had it been real, that strange night? Had Lord Guain really said those wonderful things to Amis, as no one had before. Even his parents had never told him that they'd loved him, it seemed at most a wild fancy and at the least impossible, it's not like they had known each other well.
After all, surely if he had done what he had dreamed some mean leavings would be behind somewhere on him. He recalled Durgia the day after they had first made love, she had slapped his thigh while he was waiting for Fulk outside the inn and winked at him.
“I can hardly walk this morning,” Durgia had smirked, “you naughty boy.”
And yet, in the morning light Amis felt nothing, not so much as a twinge. There were no great scratches on his thighs or bites or anything at all that would suggest the remotest injuries. He felt fine, or rather, he would have besides the headache.
After cleaning up and dressing in his own room, Amis went downstairs to the great hall. Through the kitchen doorway Amis heard Lord Guain humming a familiar tune; the song of Ulfsr, it was cheering and bright. The smell that wafted from the large pots and boiling contents was unusual, extremely spiced.
“What are you doing?” Amis said.
Is this the makings of a poison? Amis couldn't help but wonder.
“Oh, good morning, finally awake I see,” Lord Guain said, “I'm boiling down the stock in blood pudding, it's an old trick. It helps the stores to last and adds nutrition. Something you sorely need after your fever last night.”
Amis turned red to his neck but it was clear, Lord Guain was nonplussed about whatever had happened the night before. When Lord Guain leaned over a pot and stirred, Amis noticed he was wearing a bandage over his right wrist.
“What happened to your wrist?” Amis asked, his throat nearly choked.
“This? I burned it this morning,” Lord Guain said, “it's been many a year since I've had to cook for myself, not since leading knights some years ago.”
Amis turned away, his cheeks flaming. Just dreams and nothing made of the day, that's what it had to be and, most importantly, there was no mark on Lord Guain's neck at all. But then Lord Guain took a moment from his stirring and turned to Amis and touched his hair in such a way that an intimate lover might, and a shy and handsome smile slipped across his face. The overwhelming smell of roses permeated him, it overtook the smell of cooking until there was nothing else. When Lord Guain saw Amis' clear discomfort he stopped and turned back to his stock pot. Amis had nearly stopped breathing, he was so nervous.
“It smells good,” Amis said, then turned quickly away, while doubting everything.
Something had indeed happened, some romantic overtures of a sort he was sure. His nighttime fevers, the dreams had perhaps made his memories dubious and perverse. But it wasn't a wrong thing for a man to lay with another man, particularly when it was a Lord who was so high above his lowly station. It was even seen as something advantageous and had been a political move as far back as Albin and Gamwyd's time. But Amis didn't want to think about political ladder climbing, he wanted a sword, he wanted an escape. He'd rather be fighting contesting armies for his village than facing the burning humiliation of his mind running on sinful threads over his strange nights. Regardless, there was one thing that Amis could count on and seeing as they were shut up in a tower by themselves, he knew it was a good idea to do what he could to protect himself.
Out in the yard there was a small barracks that was dusty and overgrown with weeds, it hadn't seen extended use in quite some time. A few swords were scattered here and there, abandoned by mercenary knights who had long since left. Since Garstwrot could go for a century without seeing battles inside its borders, the army was drawn from the peasantry and only during a serious matter would gold be expended to fill its ranks with professionals from foreign lands. Although Amis had never fought in a proper war, he had heard their general explain their position many times.
“We leave the real fighting to the professionals,” Conrad had said, the aged general who had been hired by Lady Anna many years ago, “you lot are as good as cannon fodder in a real battle.”
Conrad had been very old and very bent, worn to waste by his long and many campaigns but his mind had still been sharp and even has he had leaned on a crooked stick as curled as his back for support while barking orders, the man had known what he was doing. But he had never particularly liked Amis and had always given him the worst jobs when they had run their practice and Fulk had been in constant argument with him over what they should be doing.
“The bow is all you're good for, you long limbed turd,” Conrad had shouted at Fulk during a day he felt particularly vexed with them, “never you mind what I'm doing with the wastrel! He has a horse and you don't, that's all there is to it!”
The sword sitting on a barrel by dusty heap of tarnished amours seemed sufficient, it was big and two handed, while not overladen with metal work on the halberd. Hauling out an abused mannequin and pushing it to the center of the yard, Amis set himself up a few striking ranges.
“Fulk what are you doing?” Lord Guain's voice rang across the courtyard.
“Hauling bags from the town, my Lord,” Fulk replied.
“You weren't to leave the gate for town without telling me,” Lord Guain said, testily, “how in the devil did you open the gate by yourself?”
“I didn't, my lord. I came in and out through the bricks like our friend, over there. There was something I had to make good on this morning,” Fulk said, “besides, your payment was hardly sufficient for the back breaking work I've done.”
Lord Guain looked both annoyed and considering, at once.
“When I say we must all converge here and remain,” Lord Guain said, sharply, “that is precisely what I mean. Don't go against my orders again grave master or I will find some way to reprimand your actions.” 
Amis glanced at Fulk who was carrying a large, lumpy sack overladen with bits of goods. It was typical and pathetic of him all at once. He turned his attentions back to a much more worthy cause; the chopping up of a bag of sand and straw.
Raising his arm above his head and pulling his shoulder back, he felt the bones in his arm creak and crack and bend. Amis may have been out of practice and in poor shape but he knew how to strike, he was determined to prove he could still use his sword even if just to himself.
With a cry he hit his mark; one blow and the sand dummy was cut in half, another blow and it had lost its wooden head with a dramatic spin spraying sand everywhere.
Laughter greeted him afterward, a mean sound from Fulk who had lingered to watch along with Lord Guain who was absolutely staggered by Amis' performance with the blade.
“I told you,” Fulk said, “it's all he knows to do but he does it better than any other.”
“How,” Lord Guain said, “have you possibly accomplished that?”
“What do you mean?” Amis said, “It's a standard right handed swipe, just as Conrad taught us in the town square.”
“I should think the dusty Conrad couldn't have taught you that,” Lord Guain said, “not the way you cut them in half. I can't imagine what that does to a real man.”
There were heaps of hay stacked in the yard and Fulk had set himself up on one in a laconic fashion, leaning back with his arms supporting his head like a boy on a lazy fishing raft.
“It strikes them down,” Fulk said, while chewing on a piece of straw between his crooked teeth, “into two pieces. Neat like, not an entrail spilled. Their heads come off just as easy but those are messy and spray around great gobs of blood. Anyone who knows this man's sword tries to ride around him. One hit from him and you're good as dead.”
“I don't like the sight of innards,” Amis said, “they're upsetting.”
“I had no idea you were so skilled,” Lord Guain said, “I should have heard of it, in a town like this such a skill would make anyone else famous.”
“That was general Conrad's doing,” Fulk said, “the man had a serious dislike for him.”
Fulk spit out the hay and got down from his perch with a swagger and crooked grin that Amis hated him for.
“Shut up!” Amis snapped.
“He'd put him first in line each time, hoping he'd be done in,” Fulk said, “and give him the oldest, beat up helmet he could find. But no one could best that swing, every time the knaves would come from the south or west hoping for an easy score against a river town, they'd be sent packing.”
“I can imagine why,” Lord Guain said, “I'm hardly unpracticed and I could never swing that well. I must press you into teaching me, if you can.”
“I really can't,” Amis said, “I have no idea what I do different. Though many have tried to imitate.”
“None the less,” Guain said, “I want to test you against myself.” 
 
“No,” Amis said, horrified, “not for the world.”
“Why not?” Guain pressed.
Fulk began to laugh again, high and nasal in pitch.
“Will you tell him, or will I?” he said, crooked teeth grinning like a skeleton's.
“Is there some difficulty?” Guain said.
“Yes,” Amis said, through gritted teeth, “I can't control it. I either kill or nothing at all. I'd cut off your head by accident as soon as parry a blow.”
There was a long and rather uncomfortable pause.
“And has this happened before?” Lord Guain asked.
“Oh yes,” Fulk said, grinning, “killed Conrad's old friend, a bargeman who worked in town and the odd man or two who wouldn't let him alone. That got him into quite a bit of trouble, his father had to pay off the families great piles of gold to not go to court.”
“Shut up,” Amis screamed, “Shut up!”
“Should have seen him at the inn,” Fulk said, “no one sat near him for two years, too unpredictable in temper. While his punch is pathetic, put a bit of metal or wood in his arm and it's a different story. He's been his own company more often than anyone else for as long as I've known him. You might say, I'm the only friend he has after all the trouble he's caused with that impressive swing.”
“Then I shall forgo any lessons,” Lord Guain said, “and only say I wish I had been able to cultivate such a skill.”
“No, you don't,” Amis said, darkly.
It took little imagination to hear the screams and see the blood arc high into the sky in a wicked fountain. Amis wished sometimes he felt more ashamed but those swipes and the pounding of horse's hooves, it all made him feel so strong. And that was something he more often than not, never felt at all. It had been his only hope to leave Garstwrot by his blade but now, it seemed that hope was gone and any skill he had was a bittersweet reminder of his failures. 
The late afternoon sun slipped itself behind a cloud and cast a shadow across the courtyard. It fell straight on Amis and bled its darkness across to Lord Guain, then Fulk who looked up in curiosity at the darkening sky. The ash had stopped falling for a moment but it was due to start again, the gray of the clouds foretold it.
“I think soon we'll see a storm,” Lord Guain said, “after this, fill the water buckets, then we shore up the lower rooms. Understood, grave master?”
“Understood,” Fulk said.
Fulk's sack of ill gotten goods was gathered from the hay bales and Amis was left with nothing but shadows creeping through his thoughts and all his frustrations taken out on sand and straw that he wished he could expend on men of flesh and blood. 
The evening's light was red as blood, an evil sunset that foretold a rough night. Much as Lord Guain had predicted, rain began along with a low and rumbling lightning. With difficulty Amis had helped Fulk gather water from the cliff edge river nearly going over the side again, until Fulk told him to get indoors if he couldn't be useful. In a foul mood, Amis was resting on his elbows looking out the last open window of Garstwrot keep.  It still didn't feel like safety with the doors shut, rather that they were locked inside.
Down in the great hall, Lord Guain had set the table. He had taken on the role of cook and kitchen master and pantry, it seemed one of the few lowly positions he had any skill in executing. It was for the best, as Amis himself couldn't do much beyond boiling gruel and Fulk he was unsure about but would have worried about the food being tainted by his foulness leaking into it.
“I should hope you eat well,” Lord Guain said, in way of greeting, “your pallor grows and it worries me.”
“Surely I can be of some use still cutting off heads if we're attacked,” Amis said.
Lord Guain had the nerve to laugh, “I should hope we won't need those skills any time soon.”  
It wasn't supposed to be homey and pleasant, Amis was supposed to be sussing out his companion's evil intentions but the broth, wine and gruel smelled wonderful and he found himself sitting at the table without much more thought. The candles burned low but the multitudes of them lit up the room in an orange glow, it was one of the few stores they had in great profusion. 
“Let's drink to our health,” Guain said, his blonde hair nearly red in the glow of the lamps, “and to the souls who have left us, may they reach God and heaven in their due time.”
Amis took the cup and could see his own pale, thin face reflected in the dark liquid. It looked troubled and wasted, compared to Lord Guain's handsome full fleshed face at ease with everything.
“To their souls,” Fulk said, “wherever they may be, better than here at any rate.”
It was difficult to eat the gruel even if it smelled very finely spiced, something about it turned Amis' stomach but he drank plenty of wine and the thickened blood soup Lord Guain had made from the black pudding in his larder. 
“What are the stores like,” Fulk asked, “are we doomed to slow starvation or can we hold out some?”
“Unfortunately our keep is old and ill equipped,” Lord Guain said, “there is no working well on the grounds that I could ever find or a proper basement larder room. But there is a rather wonderfully furnished dungeon with antique torture implements and plenty of dusty skeletons.”
Even Amis managed an amused laugh at the thought of that.
“However,” Lord Guain said, “over a century can pass without any great war or devastating battles,  nothing but the smallest skirmishes from our envious neighbors or some lesser noble thinking they'd expand their holdings. But the people here are used to being on the edge of war and hardly defenseless, I had Conrad upkeep the standard of training all the young men in the village just in case we'd ever need them. Sadly most will never get to wear proudly the banner of their home again but the military stores are plentiful without anyone to consume them. It is modest food but certainly hardy, we could last for several months and maybe even a year were we to be extremely reserved with rations. But I hope it wouldn't come to that.”
“I should hope we get out of here,” Fulk said, “before a year runs out.”
Fulk leaned back on his chair and eyed Lord Guain with an appraising look.
“I suppose it would do your holds in Adelaide well if there were to be a war,” Fulk said, “plenty made in trading between countries.”
“I have no holds left in Adelaide,” Lord Guain said shortly.   
A slow and easy smile crossed Fulk's face and Amis realized some bit of intrigue was going on that he couldn't place.
“Wonder why that might be,” Fulk said.
“The reasons aren't obscure,” Lord Guain said, “it's a very difficult country to live in, though far easier now than years passed with order since restored. Lands pass to those who are favored at any moment by the Empress and her chosen governors and sometimes that means other families faired less well in troubled times as her needs shift and the needs of the country grow beyond inherited fiefdoms and familial responsibilities. I'm more curious about your fiefdom, Amis. You fight like a practiced knight, have clearly had at least some experience in courtly matters and yet, your manners are unkempt and generally untidy and sometimes, you're not aware of things that are of utmost importance in the wider world. I can't imagine a proper nursemaid ever letting a child grow up without so little upbringing. ”
Amis sat still and offered no discussion.
“He'll not tell you,” Fulk said, “too embarrassing to his lordling sensibilities.”
“At the very least, I can suss out your story grave master,” Lord Guain said, “as it's clear you're origins are banditry fallen on hard times.”
When Lord Guain looked up from his supper of stewed meat and met Fulk's gaze head on, it was if some exchange went between them that left Fulk a rigid pillar whose skin had turned rather paler.
After supper, Amis found himself assisting Fulk in scrubbing pots and pans, a familiar task if not a very pleasant one. They were strange with each other, Fulk and Lord Guain and it was their old conversations that came to haunt Amis now. But what Fulk had attested was impossible and even the grave master seemed to doubt himself and its validity.
“Lord Guain fancies you,” Fulk said.
Amis nearly dropped a cleaned cauldron on his foot.
“What?” he said, unsure if he had heard what he thought.
“I said, he fancies you,” Fulk said, “he's interested in you, anyone could tell. Probably thinks your pretty, not sure why seeing as your nose is half your face and I can see your spine through your ribs when your shirt is off.”
“Shut up!” Amis hissed.
“Regardless of his deplorable taste,” Fulk said, “take my word; it's a grand idea to seduce him and gain his trust.”
“I'll not- I can't even begin to think of how anyone would do such a thing,” Amis said.
Perhaps he had already seduced Lord Guain without entirely knowing it but he wasn't about to ever tell that to Fulk.
“You've been with Durgia,” Fulk said, “must know something about it.” 
“She seduced me!” Amis said.
In fact, she had seduced most young men of the town. It wasn't something he held against her; she was beautiful and wonderful to him, even if she had never declared her love for him alone. It had certainly not occurred to Amis to pressure her because if he did, she would certainly abandon him for someone more agreeable, and he knew he had many shortcomings. 
“Figure it out yourself then,” Fulk said, “shouldn't be hard. Read Albin and Gamwyd, it's all right there. Every glorified detail of love between men.”
Amis turned a terrific red, almost as cadmium as the painted walls.
“What if I'm not interested in him,” Amis said.
“You don't have to be,” Fulk said.
“I can't do that!” Amis insisted, “Lie to someone like that!” 
“You'll have to learn,” Fulk said, “if he's killed Durgia, wouldn't you want revenge? It might be the only way we're able to suss it out of him.”
Amis swallowed thickly, he would avenge her if it were true with a single swing of his sword as that was all he could count on to ring true. Returning to their rooms after a quick stop at the little library, Fulk recognized the sign of a man resigned to his fate. Clutched in Amis' hands was the book Albin and Gamwyd, he wouldn't dare attempt anything more advanced without some reading first, as much as he loathed the thought.
“Yes, yes,” Fulk said, “good! You've got your head in the right place.”
“I don't like this,” Amis said. 
“Don't have to like it,” Fulk said, “just make sure he thinks you like it.”
“Ugh!” Amis said, with disgust.
When their bed was made Amis yanked his curtains and put a wooden ledge on his bed to prop up a candle so he could read. He had only read the most sanitized version as a boy and could hardly remember what had actually gone on that had made the church so cross. The poetry was easier to read and more interesting than Amis would have ever admitted, though besides the old fashioned standards of manhood that were a bit outdated in their modern day, there was something seriously wrong with Albin. He suffered from fits and devilish hallucinations and demanded the total attention of his peasant page Gamwyd; when the peasant's eyes strayed to a beautiful maiden or another knight, Albin murdered them in a convoluted series of events that generally ended with a speech by the defeated party concerning Albin's superior ability in swordplay.
The love scenes explained why there had been offense over its contents and Amis found them extremely difficult to get through; Albin was demanding of Gamwyd and dragged him through all manner of debauchery and did things that if Amis had attempted them on anyone, he was sure he'd have been slapped in the face for his trouble. It was nothing like what he had already experienced with Lord Guain and illuminated nothing of his experience or what he might do any further. The book was in effect utterly useless, he wrote it off as a deranged tale of a bizarre relationship that had no bearing on the real. But rather, was the perverse concoction of the person who had written it four hundred years ago, an authorship some attributed to a very ancient cloister from Elaine's southernmost islands.  
“Probably a deranged nun,” Amis thought, as no sensible man could have ever written such a thing in his estimation and called it good.
Blowing out his candle, Amis laid back into his bed and nearly jumped out of skin when he heard a heavy thunk come from under his bed. Through the curtains Amis could see the spindly form of Fulk lurking at the edge of his bed frame.
“What the hell are you doing?” Amis hissed, yanking aside his curtains.
Fulk raised a finger to his lips, shushing him and pointed to the bed before returning to his own. Amis leaned over and looked under his bed and saw something he'd never expected to see again. It was his silver gilded longsword.
“Remember that if things go bad,” Fulk hissed, “only one man is on your side in this.”
Fulk yanked his curtains shut. Feeling rather conflicted, Amis laid back down in his bed and tired not to feel too grateful towards the scurrilous grave master.
That night the dreams returned and they were worse than ever. Tossing and turning in bed, Amis fell asleep thinking of Durgia and it was to her his most awful nightmares turned. 
He could see her standing in the candlelight. Feel her embrace, the press of her lips against him. It had been the first time he had ever touched a woman, so soft and wonderful. His life had been so hollow, so long without real companionship he could count on and she had given him such precious moments of her time. Her brown hair had fallen on his shoulder and she had pushed him down in their secret meeting place, the unused stable on her father's plot. Made of stone hauled from the hills years ago, it still sported sweeping piles of crushed hay and tiny windows that would hide whatever they were about to do from anyone outside.
“You've barely touched my breast. Are you going to blush so red,” Durgia had teased him, “when you see me naked?”
He hadn't known what to do or what to say. He had just known that saying what was in his heart was a terrible idea.
I love you, will you keep me, please, forget the rest I'm all alone.
“When I hold you,” Amis said, his voice trembling, “I'll be lucky not to die from joy.”
It had been a daring thing to say and Durgia's face had faltered a little, her confidence becoming a hint of reticence.
“Those are sweet words coming from you,” she said, “I'd like to believe them.”
“Believe in them,” Amis said, words after all were all he had possessed besides his sword.
Her blue eyes and brown hair curled around her sun kissed shoulders, she was a blacksmith's daughter and had a physique to match. Strong and large boned with shapely arms and wide, shapely thighs. She held him down with all her weight and he couldn't have been happier in all his life than under her breasts.
She guided him and helped him, pressed his hand to her breast and made him squeeze. Found a grinding rhythm that pleased them both.
“Don't forget,” she panted in his ear, “right before, leave it out.”
Amis groaned in heat and feverish bliss. He'd tried to  listen to her warning, had attempted to obey her wishes. But there was no hope for him, he had been denied so much. He just wanted her to stay near him.
Shock and heat in feverish bliss, he had held her tightly and trembled. He knew it let it out inside, he had done something wrong to her.
“I couldn't,” he gasped, “I'm sorry.”
He wanted to cry, he wanted to stay inside and hold her always.
“Shh,” she had whispered, touching his mouth with her fingers, “it's all right. Shh, shh.”
Collapsing on his back his head fell back, he could feels his eyes blinking closed. It had felt so good, been so much. How could anyone recover after something like it? 
“Got you now,” a monstrous voice whispered, fire licking from its maws. 
With a sharp gasp, Amis woke up standing in the middle of a dark room. The red gloom pouring in from the windows illuminated only enough to tell Amis where he was, in Lord Guain's room again. But the fire had never been lit and the room was icy cold.
Amis shivered his eyes blinking in the darkness, unable to see much of anything at all but his own pale hands shaking in front of him. Behind him Amis heard a click and slowly, carefully, he turned.
The ghostly woman sat at Lord Guain's fine wooden desk, she was white and almost iridescent. Amis shook all over but held his gazed fixed on her. This was not an illusion, it wasn't a fever dream. It was the phantom Lady Anna. She sat at the desk and wrote on an invisible paper and looked up from her task to meet eyes with him. Her filmy form vanished slowly, like a light drawing closed.
It was very, very cold in the room and the darkness seemed to extend and swallow everything in its inky grasp. Amis stepped forward, little by little, until his thighs hit the desk. He felt around until he found a drawer that gently clicked as it was opened. On the desk was a candle and a metal fire striker, Amis made himself a light and blinked painfully in its orange halo. What he had pulled from a desk was a simple rope bound book, the kind that collected stacks of folios one might put together as a draft before a binding. When opening it, Amis was greeted with what was unmistakably a diabolical symbol.
For Encouraging Conception
Was neatly written underneath of it. Amis spun the paper around, it was an inverted star with several unrecognizable symbols. It looked hastily drawn out, as if the drawer had been in a hurry. The next few pages were similar to the first, though their purposes were listed slightly differently.
For Safe Child Bearing
In Hopes Of Producing Children
And so on, each phrase having something to do with the concerns of becoming a parent. The next group of papers looked like it had been pulled from an entirely different book, the hand was different. It was organized and neat and written in symbols. But underlined at the top were words that were familiar; Garstwren of Garstwrot Keep, magical talismans.
“What are you doing?”
The sudden sound in the dead quiet of night had Amis nearly knocking over his candle, he scrambled to right it and saw Lord Guain standing in the open door with a lit candle in his hand.
“I was,” Amis began, “I thought I was dreaming again-”
Lord Guain was curiously observing him but not in any great anger.
“Did I leave my notes open?” he asked, “Forgive me, they can seem quite frightening to someone who has no idea what they're looking at.”
“They look like witchcraft,” Amis blurted.
Lord Guain smiled at him, “that's because they are. Though it's not as if the diabolical arts ever do what's promised.”
“What do you mean,” Amis said, feeling terribly uneasy.
“It's a symptom of a rather embarrassing problem,” Lord Guain said, “looking for hope where there is none.”
“Oh,” Amis said, the gist becoming clear to him.
“I'm reaching the age where it only becomes increasingly difficult to hope. I've been looking everywhere for answers to my condition, I had a fever as a child you see and while I recovered fully, it only caused one severe lingering defect,” Lord Guain said. 
“So you can't have children,” Amis said.
“Correct,” Lord Guain said, “but I trust you not to make light or gossip of something so severe.”
“Of course not,” Amis said, quietly, “I suppose you've prayed and seen all the doctors you could have.”
“Very much so,” Lord Guain said, “and my prayers were never answered nor could any  medical figure seem to do anything for me. It isn't a lie to say I came here, hoping for some knowledge that could give me hope that my disease with no outward symptoms or visible effects could be cured. Perhaps Nethir is right and it is my obsessions that will lead me to ruin but I had to try.”
“That must have been very difficult,” Amis said, “I'm sorry.”
“Have you come to my room for any other reason, or only to discover all my embarrassing secrets?” Lord Guain said.
It took Amis a moment to realize he was only teasing him good natured,  Amis glanced at the desk. The lady had long vanished, the bitter cold had fled the room and Lord Guain set about lighting a low burning fire which Amis welcomed as his bare knees were getting extremely uncomfortable.
“Get into bed,” Guain said, “the last thing we need is another bout of fever.”
Amis didn't argue, he was freezing. He crawled under the sheets trembling slightly until Guain joined him, after getting ready for bed. The smell of roses permeated the room, easily explained. It was something in the water Lord Guain used to wash himself, a lingering pleasant scent from the basin.
“You've been sleep walking,” Lord Guain said.
Amis wished very much the perverse nature of the dreams would leave him, he much preferred the homey atmosphere than any of Fulk's sordid insinuations of what he should be doing. He had grown up so alone, wishing for anyone to love him as a brother or a friend.
“I can't stop thinking about everything,” Amis admitted.
“Is it about the girl you loved?” Guain asked.
“No, not entirely,” Amis said, flushing slightly, “it's about devilish figures and hellish fires and sordid events I'd rather not repeat.”
Guain was amused by his description, “the only hell here is the fact we're on our own with a household to run, we can forget having fresh laundry any time soon.”
“It has been unpleasant,” Amis admitted but he was also the one tasked with emptying the chamber pots, “but it could be worse. And at least there are rooms full of clothes to keep us warm even if the wood is rationed.”
“True,” Lord Guain said, “but I do worry about you. Have you always been so thin?”
“Not quite so bad as now,” Amis said, “but I was always slight, yes.”
“Clearly your sword arm works just as well,” Lord Guain said, “I meant what I said, I envy your skills very much.”
“It's caused me no end of problems,” Amis said.
“Then it's no wonder your dreams are disturbed,” Lord Guain said, “go to sleep. Tomorrow is another day and one that will be brighter than this one.”
It was very easy to fall asleep, if he closed his eyes he could pretend he was back home with his parents. That he had a friend who loved him.
It wasn't long until he was startled awake again to see Lord Guain hovering over him, looking icy cold and strange in the very grim, red light peeking through the windows lit from the sliver of moon. The cold hands moved against his thin face, as though curiously mapping it out. It was another sordid dream, he was sure of it. He whispered as much to himself, over and over. He wanted to wake up, he wanted it to end.
“You're the only one,” Lord Guain said, “who I could ever hope to care for.”
“That's an odd thing to say to a stranger,” Amis wanted to whisper, but he could do nothing but lay very still.
With an aggressive motion, Guain ripped the front of Amis' night shirt and examined closely the line of his throat and chest.
“Barely a pulse,” Lord Guain murmured, “and all the blood that flows through is as red as anyone's.”
It had to be a dream, his limbs felt leaded. He felt...
With encroaching horror Amis realized he felt drugged. And that afternoon he had drunk a great deal of wine but something else tugged at him, called to his brain through its torpor. The sound of horse hooves as he was laying prostrate in the stable, hiding from Durgia's father and all the men of the village who had joined him. While he had been sick and dying that sound wouldn't leave his mind, the thunderous single horseman spinning round and round, its hooves growing in heaviness until they became the thunder clap of a devilish beast storming through Garstwrot keep.
“Am I dying,” Amis asked, managing to fight the words out.
His conscious mind was losing grip, the red curtains were looming above him and the wooden carvings had seem to nearly come to life. The roses and the fine ladies with their breasts exposed and amorous knights were moving together in an ever expanding swirl. It might have been erotic if Amis hadn't felt so frightened.
Lord Guain puffed a laugh, “No, of course not.”
“Is this a dream,” Amis asked, his mind rebelling with so many doubts.
“It's a dream if you want it to be,” Lord Guain said.
But Lord Guain's face under the candlelight had taken on a strange cast. The green eyes that were so welcoming and congenial had turned hard like the glass in a church window, reflecting something red and there was that other face but only for a moment. It looked so hideous and distorted that Amis couldn't focus on its form; was it a very old man or a beast? He wasn't sure. The handsome and beautiful Lord Guain leaned over him as if to press a kiss to his mouth and in doing so, he exposed his neck. All pale and fleshy, with great veins that writhed under the skin as flower vines filled with reddest blood.
With a sinuous movement Amis bit the throat that beckoned him, he heard Lord Guain let out a shout and a cry of pain. He briefly saw Lord Guain's hand white knuckled holding the bed post but then he wanted to see nothing, all he wanted to do was feed.
Hot delirium, a fever without cause or end. That's what it felt like when he was drinking blood, a burning emptiness being filled with the coolest waters. It wasn't long before Lord Guain was struggling slightly, and breathing harshly by his ear.
“Let go,” Lord Guain insisted, “Amis can you hear me?”
Once again Lord Guain had to haul him backwards with some force and Amis felt his head hit the pillow strongly. Clutching his own neck, Lord Guain panted and looked very pale, his normally flushed face and chest had grown lighter.
“That a man so thin can be such a danger,” Lord Guain said, “is something I'd never thought possible.”
But it wasn't enough, it hadn't near filled up his wants. This was love he was after and it was in a wound on a man's neck and Amis ached with agony to get it. With some effort, Lord Guain caught him around the mouth with his right hand and held him in place with his other arm before he could properly lunge after him.
“Do you want more?” Lord Guain whispered harshly in his ear.
The agonized sound from Amis was muffled behind Lord Guain's hand but he seemed to understand the desperate need wracking him. It was thirst, it was hunger but more importantly, it let him forget what he had done three nights ago in the barn and replaced it with the most wicked desires.
“Then there's something you must give to me,” Lord Guain said.
The strangest illusion bloomed behind Amis' closed eyes. From Lord Guain's veins fell golden jewels tumbling in infinite numbers, their resplendence glittering down from a black, clawed hand. Beauty and prosperity, grace and infinity raced before him rising to impossible heights while he heard the most deviant temptations whispered in his ears.
“Are you the devil,” Amis whispered against his hand, “come to tempt me?”
“Yes,” Lord Guain said, his voice at its most seductive, “now give to me what you know I want.”
Lord Guain pressed his wrist against his mouth and Amis bit into it, the blood sweeter in spirit than any earthly jewel.
Amis felt the shuffle of his bed clothes and the press of an erection against his back. This should have been a little more unnerving than it was, since he had never done such a thing before. But the blood kept him enraptured and with a tiny bit of horror, he recognized that Lord Guain could have done anything to him if he had offered such a feast, first thing.
It did hurt a bit, just like the book he'd read had implied but after the first thrust Lord Guain pressed his hand against his thigh and murmured things in his ear that were so flattering and wonderful that it didn't really matter.
“Belong only to me,” Lord Guain said, “I love you, love you more than anyone.” 
The words were hard to believe because Amis had never heard such things or imagined them ever being said to him by anyone. But with a desperation that was almost violent, Lord Guain thrust inside of him and pressed his wrist hard against Amis mouth to encourage him and Amis found himself shuddering, feeling pleasure that he hadn't dared to feel before. From the hand that stroked him, from the strong and handsome body thrusting inside of him, it would have made much more sense if it was a dream because nothing had ever felt so good and so freeing. When Lord Guain trembled against his back it almost sounded like he was sobbing, it was so fierce.
Daylight crawled its way across the room and Lord Guain had long since washed himself and dressed. On the bed laid Amis, who had only washed but now felt still as death, his eyes flickering and half lidded. Sunlight fell across his arm and he jolted, yanking the bed curtains tighter. But in his state of being half awake he thought an impossible thought, that his chest didn't rise or fall. That he didn't need the breath that went inside of him, that the stuffy cocoon of the bed was a warm and comfortable enclosure and he could have slept in a stone tomb even easier, without light or air or anything of life forcing itself on him.
Some time passed as the sun made its way across the sky and Lord Guain entered his own room with intentions; he checked on the sleeping man in bed. But it was as he had surmised, there was no sleep that any living person could have imitated that would have been so deep. His skin was so pale and body so thin, his face its normal pallid hollowness and the dark, mysterious eyes were shuttered only halfway. A priest would have declared him fit for burial but Lord Guain knew better, he knew more than any of them did or ever would. Satisfied, he went downstairs humming an Adelaine funeral mass past the alcoves in the keep that had once held the bodies of saints, but whose alcoves now held smashed dust. His song was a lovely dirgy tune. And above his head the plaster behind the sealed rooms rattled and clanged, helplessly and hopelessly against their fetters.
“Falling from the graying skies come demons of the night, who resurrect the lonely dead with their burning, ferocious lights,” Lord Guain said.
He walked beyond the stained glass windows that were dyed an eerie red and the door the courtyard that was almost gray from falling ash. There was only one left who might be trouble; in the courtyard Fulk was practicing a swing on some tall grass with a scythe he had procured from who knows where. Glancing up from his grass, Fulk looked up at Lord Guain who showed not a flicker of acknowledgment on his face at all. This man as well, knew almost all. But the most important bits had remained hidden, the cruelest truth was still buried as deep as the falling scythe from death's cold hands had buried all the secrets of the village in its earth and turned the flesh to dust. And the matter that had led to the whole town dying, what had propelled Lord Guain to his darkest, miserable hours was still yet, a secret.
Looking behind him at the bed Lord Guain took in a breath that may have shaken just slightly, the way Amis looked was frightening. It was a natural response, to see something so lovely and so beyond all human touch in one. His own fate made him nervous, it was about the only thing that did. So many things could go wrong, so much could be swept aside by the cut of a blade across a neck or the unfortunate disposal of remains in running water and there was so much he didn't know.
He needed that damned book! And it hadn't shown up, not in the town in the pocket of the one he had suspected or on any of their persons and Fulk would have shown it off as soon as he had touched the golden gilt if he had found it, unbearable as he was with his thieving. The symbols meant nothing to those without the eyes to read it, it had no worth beyond the material and would have been noted if it had exchanged hands between the town. They were running out of time, the blocked up doors would only hold so long and with Nethir on the loose, it was only a matter of time before other more aggressive parties tracked him down, ones still sore about his dealings in Adelaide before he had been caught out.
The sun high in the sky covered in a haze was very much indicative of how he felt so close and yet so far from his ultimate triumph and as morning light began to fade, it too resembled his glorious golden visage giving in to time. But he had staved it off, just, at the cost of a town full of innocent souls and one young man's life.




VI

Late day had crossed the silent fields of Garstwrot keep, the ash had slowed until it was nothing but a dry wind blowing across its rough looking fields and fallow farms. Craggy wheat grass dotted along the stone roads, bent and broken under the weight of spring frost and nothing stirred in the town except the cloths that laid over bodies, strewn across the grounds where they had fallen.
Amis had woken up wondering if all his nights were now doomed to be some remnant of dreams. Again, he felt no stiffness, saw no marks or leavings on himself or anywhere and wondered how he could have imagined something so sensual, and so disturbing in one swoop. There were things he didn't want to think about, like why Lord Guain said things that made no sense to him, why he spoke as if Amis was all he'd ever wanted when Amis was very aware just what he had to offer and that it was sorely lacking in every way. But these things hurt his head even more, so he dressed and decided it was to the courtyard with a borrowed sword where he could feel more at sorts.
After wrecking a few more mannequins, Amis resolved that his sword arm was as strong as ever even if his limbs were thin and that if pressed, he could still easily down an attacker if they should come. Renewed somewhat, since his few abilities hadn't left him, Amis came in from the courtyard humming cheerfully but his voice halted when he saw Fulk sitting on a stool in the kitchen smoking his pipe.
“That's mine,” Amis said, while laying his borrowed sword on the table, “what bothers you so much about me that you're constantly stealing my things?”
“Do you mean the pipe or other matters?” Fulk said.
Amis glared at him, refusing to rise to his bait.
“I wanted to talk to you about something,” Fulk said.
“You can do so without stealing my pipe,” Amis said.
Fulk chuckled to himself, “our dealings have never been square, have they?”
“Not even once,” Amis said, flatly.
“Then why change now?” Fulk said, “But you must trust me because you can't trust Lord Guain. Seduced him yet?”
“That's none of your concern!” Amis near shouted.
“I should hope you have,” Fulk said, “he still disappears somewhere late at night and spies on us somehow through the walls.” 
Out of a sudden spasm of fear, Amis grabbed his sword and tightened his grip around its well worn hilt.
“We're the only two people we can trust,” Fulk said, “keep that in mind, no matter what pretty words he tells you.”
“I can trust you to be an arse,” Amis said, “what else I'm not so sure.”
“And he's had you, hasn't he? Look at your face, so red. You're so predictable Amis,” Fulk said, pulling the stolen pipe from his mouth, “like a starved dog, they throw you a scrap of meat and you come tail wagging.”
“Shut up!” Amis said, “You were the one that put the idea into my head in the first place, you obnoxious pervert!”
“Shut up, Shut up,” Fulk mocked, “I got you your sword back, take mind you use it against the one who wronged you and not me your friendly helper, since those who you wronged are all long dead.”
“Do you ever shut up!” Amis said, “I don't care about your schemes or suspicions of villainy you’re as much an evil doer as any of us. I know you stole from the dead and nearly stole my hair when I was still alive and your parentage-!”
Fulk blew smoke into the air unaffected by Amis' rage, even as Amis grew redder and angrier with every word.
“Curse me that I threw my lot in with you in a moment of weakness! The son so much like the father, the same bad banditry, the same rapists and murderers crawling out of the sewers of Mecidia that you called your friends! Damn you, damn everything to hell!” Amis said.
It was a barb he knew that stabbed, Fulk hated being reminded of Mecidia for reasons Amis had never understood. Only Durgia had told Amis about the place and that Fulk had come from there along with his father, that it was a city that was very old and very beautiful but also very ugly and poor in some parts because of its terrible history. The most lowly bandits rubbed shoulders with the highest nobility in masquerades and parties, Amis had thought that Durgia would have loved to go to one and see if she could guess who was who with her clever mind. But sadly, she would never get to see it for herself.
“I wasn't a rapist,” Fulk said, grinning roguishly, “didn't have to fight for those attentions, Durgia and her pack of comely village girls gave me plenty. Say you're the son of a bandit prince and they drop to their knees in droves in sleepy little villages like this. So, if I'm a prince of banditry what does that make you? The prince of sewers? You'd be more at home in Micidea than I would with all the plague rats and scrapping dogs under its dirty canals filled with shit. And the mangy wharf cats would surely crown you as their king, seeing as you're as thin skinned and pathetic as they are. Yowling with their backs up, like you do when you're angry but know you can't do anything about it, hissing and spitting like an old queen!”
In an awful way, Fulk made a sound that resembled the yowling of a cat in heat and began laughing, uproariously, in his obnoxious nasal way.
“Curse you!” Amis shrieked.
Storming out into the courtyard Amis wiped his eyes with his sleeve. He would not give Fulk the satisfaction of watching him openly shed tears. There was a great stone bench crookedly perched near the disused barn and he stubbornly sat on it, though it almost hurt his backside from its hardness and coiled himself to rest his chin on his knees.
The wind began to kick up and the hazy red sky boiled like a cauldron, there was a storm coming to Garstwrot. It matched the sick swirl in Amis stomach over Lord Guain, Fulk's miserable company and his own sickening guilt. The town was dead and some strange influence was in the air and perhaps, just maybe, Amis felt he played a role in its demise as part of some wider scheme unknowable to him.
And here they had agreed to be locked up together in a keep for any number of depressing days until who knows when. All good mood had fled, the sky darkened much like Amis's thoughts. He didn't want to remember that terrible day in town or the night that followed. But something pressed him, some detail he had overlooked. The face of Nethir hovered in his vision, why did he suddenly seem so important? Amis clamped his hand over his mouth so his sobs wouldn't be so loud, he couldn't control himself. The barn and all its horrors threatened to swallow him up, he had never left Garstwrot like he had intended. He had failed himself, more importantly he had failed Durgia who would never, ever leave and he had killed her infant son for what had amounted to nothing.
It hurt that he could recall it so clearly. In the pig's barn he had raised his sword and swung it down. The light had been by a torch and candle held by Durgia and her friend, Ellie, the milkmaid Amis would come to so depend on. Where her body had landed in the town, he had never known.
“Hold it steady,” Durgia had directed him, “and swing it down in one stroke. It'll be easy, then.”
There was an infant on a great stone slab that Durgia's family used to slaughter the winter pig. It laid looking so young and wrinkled on white swaddling, only a few months old at most and totally dependent.
“I must kill him,” Durgia had tearfully confessed to him that morning, “if I can't get rid of him, then I'll  never be free of this place.”
Stomach twisting Amis had felt more than a little uneasy, he hadn't wanted anything to do with the death of a child. And certainly, not a child that wasn't his own making.
“You've been kind to me these months,” Durgia said, “you've done all for me, even when you knew it wasn't yours, run my messages to my girls in the village when my Dad locked me up at home.”
“I'd do anything for you,” Amis said, “and I meant it.”
“But now you must let me help you,” Durgia said, “in exchange, I'll give you gold enough to escape this place just like I will, if you do this for me.”
What madness had overtaken him? He looked at her and the miserable countenance of her face and counted up what he had ever offered her in return for her blessed company and came up short. He'd owned nothing but shame and now she had her stain too, literally fallen from her loins because of the dubious company she'd kept. The world was so unfair and Amis felt this had been his one chance to even the odds and get back at the mysterious suitor for abandoning her. 
“Will you be true to your husband,” Amis asked, “after I've done this? Will you try and be happy?”
Clutching him she had cried against his chest, her sadness a fair payment for her misery. And Amis felt though he knew no one in the village would ever forget, that she above them all deserved forgiveness. She deserved to escape from their meanness and their judging even more than him. In another town no one would have to know, the marriage would start her record clean.
“I promise,” Durgia said, “for you my closest friend, I'd promise anything.”
Happiness sailed in his heart, he may not have won her in a way an honest man could but he would do something for her. Something terrible, unspeakable that would mark his soul so hers could remain clean. Surely, in all the sacrifices of the saints something was said of it? Amis didn't know the scriptures well but he knew how he felt and he didn't want Durgia to face anything but a future made of more than Garstwrot's shabby river town.
In the barn he struck once and failed. Half cut neck and screaming child. He tried again and got the head off, his arms shaking and sweat covering his brow. The silence was as deafening as the sky above that emptied its stars into nothing but the most overwhelming blackness. From behind Durgia, her maid Ellie was holding her hand at her mouth and averting her gaze and Fulk, looming behind them held a tattered bag. He would do the second favour; bury the child in consecrated ground. Dump holy water on its remains and make sure its tiny soul would flutter to some other, happier realm.
That was what they should have done but they were caught at it by Otto who had come to check on the pigs who had become restless, and the first one to run was Fulk, the second Ellie and that left himself with blood on his hands and Durgia screaming, begging for his life.
There had been a moment when Amis thought he would have been free. When he had made a mad dash from the pig pens, he had a mind to stop home and get a horse before the rest of the men could be gathered. But late at night, there was someone up waiting for him. His father had always faltered in the face of Amis' anger, it was the only weapon he really had against the miserable man. He took two steps back and held the torch up as if it could be a shield.
“You've killed an infant, I heard them shout about it,” Martin said, “you stupid, stupid boy. You've no idea what you've done.”
The flames reflected red, they looked like blood for an instant. Like the blood that had rolled and spilled from the butchering table. But his father didn't run at him, though his hand shook while holding his well worn sword.
“I wish you wept for reasons other than yourself,” his father said, quietly, “I wish everything had been different. In you is such childish whims and compulsions I can barely call you a man but it wasn't your fault that your parents so abused you.”
“I am a man,” Amis said, “I knew what I was doing. Give me that, at least!”
“You're a fool!” his father shouted, “A trusting, lonely, miserable soul who should be crying to God and begging the church to take you in and teach you decency!”
“They don't build churches in Garstwrot,” Amis said, “and certainly no monkish order would ever come here, nor would they have use for a hand that kills the way mine does.”
“Is that the way you'll carve your fortune,” his father said, “with a murdering arm and borrowed armor?”
“Yes,” Amis said through gritted teeth, “there are two Kings at war, Fulk told me. And he said we could get to them if he wanted and with my skill they would hire me on the spot.”
“After he took his cut and introduced you to their ranks, I suppose,” his father said.
“Yes,” Amis said, hesitant, it was exactly that.
“He'd take your longsword and pawn it and leave you dead or dying by the side of the road,” his father said, “but I'll let you go now with some money if you promise never to darken my door again. Or any other door in Garstwrot.”
“I promise,” Amis said.
For once in his life, his father gave him gold. Only in the service of ridding himself of Amis' presence true, but it was something.
“Keep it with you at all times,” his father said, “or you'll end up cleaning the town's bogs just as I have.”
“I'll not end up dead on a highway or cleaning a privy,” Amis said, “but dressed in silks and velvets in a palace.”
“As a landed knight?” his father said, “That wouldn't suit you. Better off in a nursery with a pretty maid to wipe the drool off your childish face.”
“I hate you,” Amis whispered.
“I know,” his father said, “and I never loved you as a son. Find your way and maybe in the end, the devil will take pity and drag you into hell for the joy of your companionship or the pleasure of that evil arm.”
“I will leave,” Amis said, “and I will succeed!”
“You will,” his father said, “and no doubt leave a trail of misery and blood behind you.”
Amis turned away and left on foot as desperation bade him. He had stopped at the town well to fill his water and then walked until the last barn, and it was then he began to feel deeply unwell. It was there he had been set upon by the villagers, crying witchcraft and all manner of crimes that he wasn't responsible for. And he had become more delirious, his world tilting and everything including his life and his love seemed to slip away. Until he woke barely able to speak because his throat was so dry and his skin so hot and Ellie was trying to encourage him to drink water she had gathered from the well.
“I'll have to get a priest,” she had said.
And Amis had glanced to the open door, flung open in a hurry and had seen a figure indistinct. His memory was vague but it was still present and he knew now, who it was and what they had been doing. The face looked at his and he looked at him and recognized it. It had been Lord Guain in a dark cloak and he could only tell because he had seen his shining, curled blonde hair peaking out while his eyes gleamed as he poured a jug into the well. And  that was when with a terrible certainty, Amis knew who the murderer of the town had been.
He was the first victim of its effects because he had taken first from the town well so late at night just after it had been tainted. The man had unintentionally been following Amis' foot path on horse all the way to his collapse in the barn.
Amis blinked back tears, the sky was darkening as a riot of ash began to fall and speckle his hair with gray dark as the keeps' stones. Getting up from the stone bench, Amis made his way miserably to the great hall where Fulk was loading the fire.
Amis picked up some wood and began helping him, then whispered to him.
“Lord Guain poisoned the wells,” Amis said, “he caused the plague for certain. It was him, I saw his horse right before I got ill.”
Fulk's eyebrows rose but all explanation ceased as Lord Guain strode into the hall with an armful of buckets connected to some apparatus.
“I found this in the barn,” Lord Guain said, “it must have been how the castle was managed in Lord Castille's time, this should make things much safer don't you think, Amis? No more near misses with that desperate ledge.”
Fulk glanced at him and Amis managed a weak nod.
“What pray is the matter?” Lord Guain said.
“The locking up,” Fulk said, quickly, “it's put us all on edge. Too much like a siege my lord.”
“Oh,” Guain said, “that is a worry, yes. But this keep has stood for millennia. I dare say it would have to be some army to break its doors and with a crowd like that, we'd have far worse to worry about than defending the keep, running would be the only thing that would save our necks.”
Amis had a mind to agree but said nothing and gloomily looked at the ground to avoid looking at Lord Guain's handsome features. It was easier to accept his guilt if Amis pretended it was anyone but him.
That evening they had rescued as much water as they dare from the riverside and filled great buckets in the kitchen shelter that had functioned as a bath for the garden inhabitants. It was with great embarrassment that Lord Guain was the one to rescue Amis as he'd nearly gone over the cliff again from overloading his buckets.
“Take care,” Lord Guain gently chided, “the land below you isn't just fraught with stones but also the bones of those unfortunate enough to wage war in Garstwrot's ancient past. They're so old they've turned to stone and are jutting out all over. It would be a nasty cut that would be your undoing and no so much the fall.”
Amis looked at him in the late afternoon light instead of the river, while Lord Guain offered him a lovely, laconic smile that would have charmed the devils in hell, he was sure.
“There are other reasons I should like to keep you whole,” Lord Guain said, quietly, almost whisked away on the wind.
It was again such flattery that Amis had never heard or hoped to hear in all his days. Amis tried to do better with the water but it was difficult, his footing was at its best while riding on a horse and his lost weight had sent him all off kilter, the buckets around his neck had never felt so heavy and for some reason, he couldn't wait until the advent of night. He seemed to feel much better after the dark, the later air not so choked with ash a marked improvement.
The late supper they all shared had a particular kind of tension that Amis found difficult to endure. Lord Guain was very pensive swirling his glass of wine and Fulk strummed the lute lazily but without any real tune. It reminded Amis far too much of his suppers at his first home and so he went to get up until Lord Guain gently grabbed him by the wrist.
“I must speak to you,” Lord Guain said, “both of you, about the possibility of a siege by someone very cross with me.”
“The Baroness,” Fulk said, strumming, “the only Baroness I know that is so well respected to go by a single title is the Baroness of J'Andeux. Not a very nice woman but very, very rich.”
“That is the one, God help us,” Lord Guain said, “my brother escaped his duties for the King to be sure I knew what danger I might be in. But I haven't been entirely idle while the two of you have been struggling to manage the keep on your own, I made a bigger hole in the stones in the wall where the two of you have come in from before. Enough for the three of us to slip through one by one but not big enough so a group of men could squeeze in without trouble. And there is the grate in the dungeons, I bent it just enough so one of us can get through. If things should go badly, I suggest every man for himself. Are you all right with this, Amis?”
Amis nodded his head, unsure of what else he could have said.
“Honestly,” Lord Guain said, “despite being the smallest in frame out of all of us, you're probably the one most likely to survive without too much trouble should things go badly. That arm of yours is fantastic.”
“I'll defend myself if I have to,” Amis said.
“What manner of weapon are you trained in, grave master?” Lord Guain said.
“Only the crossbow,” Fulk said.
It was an utter lie; Fulk could use the bow and a short sword if he were pressed but he was best with the sort of dagger Amis would strap to his thigh when the men had gone out, just in case a person should get close enough to him on horseback so he could stab them. A wicked, small weapon better suited for cutting throats than the battlefield that resembled Fulk's fancy filleting knife in size.
“You'd better go down into the dungeons later and find one,” Lord Guain said, “to be sure you aren't unarmed if something should happen.”
“That's a fine idea,” Fulk said, with a grin, “they're expensive things to buy, aren't they Amis?”
“I suppose so,” Amis said, feeling uneasy.
That night as they were washing up in their rooms after their suppers, Amis had resolved himself to a miserable, pervasive gloom about his person.
“The Baroness is coming,” Fulk said, “he's all but assured it, just as the Bishop said. We've got to figure out a way to get out of here without him knowing. Why don't you distract him for an evening-”
Amis snapped, “I'm very far from a courtier, knave.”
Fulk snorted, “Everyone on earth knows that to look at you. Why not review your poem again, a little charm could go a long way.”
“That book is hardly anything to go by,” Amis said, “it was a horrible story, Albin was clearly mad and Gamwyd an idiot for following him to the edge of the earth for a pat on the head.”
Fulk grinned at him, “remind you of anybody you might know?”
“Of course not,” Amis said, “no one with any sense would follow a mad knight even if he is landed nobility and his interests were so perverse as to be laughable. It was utterly useless. There must be a kinder poem than that about men in love.”
“There's an old stanza from Ulsfr about his page,” Fulk said, “full of noble love between knight and peasant. Not near enough debauchery to keep it interesting.”
“Ulsfr was a hunchback king who was cursed by a wizard to give birth to his own sons because he raped his daughter,” Amis said, “that's more than enough debauchery for me. And how do you know so much about poems and lyrical tales? I don't remember ever in my life seeing you with a book.”
“The simple reason that a minstrel can be paid to both sing and spy at once, it's good money when barons are at odds and you don't have to read but only memorize the tones. Free food, fine drink and the attentions of the local ladies for good measure. See? I'm not so deep in mystery as you like to think. So?” Fulk said, “what of my idea? Sleep with him, figure out our escape while he's distracted. Barter his neck to get away from whoever is after his hide and make our way to King Hune's army on the hill and then barter our own necks to him, if we have to.”
“It's a fool one,” Amis said, as he snatched his pipe from the table, “and Lord Guain is not so stupid.”
“Well, he does like you, doesn't he? That's plenty fool enough to work with,” Fulk said.
“Shut up!” Amis said.
Through his irritation, Amis couldn't help but admit that Fulk made sense. To stay in a shut up tower was certain death and if Lord Guain wanted to wager his life against marauding armies for a lousy plot of land by a crumbling tower and an ugly crag full of peasants murdered by who knows what (if not the man's own hand), then that was his fancy and not one that Amis ever wanted to be part of. 
Puffing his smoke into the night sky Amis closed his eyes and recalled that it wasn't as difficult as he'd imagined sleeping with a man. He was convinced he wasn't actually drinking blood or doing what his mind had tried to convince him of but was instead overlaying sex with something stranger, possibly with the help of heavily drugged wine. If Lord Guain was in fact a murderer, who knew what else he was proficient in doing.
But what if the wine wasn't being drugged? That wasn't a very kind thought so Amis didn't stray on it but closed his eyes while smoking, wishing he were away from Garstwrot's craggy hills and silent halls.
That night Amis fell to sleep straight away in his own rooms from sheer exhaustion. But he was plunged instantaneously into such a dream, he wished he had never taken himself to bed.
Whispers assailed his ears, the strange sense of being on the water, moving. And a terrible feeling that he was being watched by something that was very far from human.
When his eyes became aware of where he was, he realized he was in the most opulent and enormous room he had ever seen. Great huge swathes of velvets covered the bed in near total blackness and shadowy, decorative objects could be seen just outside its curtains. The wooden faces above him carved on the bed posts were those of shrieking bats entwined with roses and on the headboard, beautiful cavorting women embracing one another. Despite its richness the room smelled stale and heavy and was very cold, Amis could see his breath as he rose onto his elbows. Beyond the heavy curtains there was a flicker of something, like a tiny flame that sputtered around the edges of the room giving off only the tiniest bit of light, until that too, vanished.
Amis closed his eyes, wishing that he would wake up but to no avail. He swallowed thickly and opened the curtains more to peer outside the massive bed. The room looked covered in heavy cloth and sheets and the shapes of furniture could be seen under them. But the walls were alarmingly scorched all around, as if some great fire had burned them years ago. There was a single, red tinged window very much like the one in the hall with its shutters askew letting in a dappling of reddish light. With nervous steps Amis managed to crawl out of the massive bed and take a few careful steps on the cold stone floor towards what he had a mind to think was the door.
But he was met with only a solid wall and a room that was growing darker, not lighter with every moment. When Amis glanced to his left he became stiff with fear. There was a face watching him, a twisted burned up visage that Amis couldn't say was man or woman. But it had long, haggard black hair and was watching him with glowing, pin prick eyes. Amis stood very still, hands pressed against the plaster wall until he felt under his fingers gouges, much like scratches, against the blocked up door.
Trembling violently, Amis was nearly sick when delicate clawed hands gently, carefully lifted a few strands of his hair. He didn't dare face the thing full on, he didn't think he could stand it. Seeing whatever it was in total without going completely out of his mind with terror.
It was a whisper, oh so quiet on the wind outside, until it grew and grew into an almost scream.
“GAAARSSTWREEENNN”
Amis closed his eyes, wishing, praying for anything to wake him.
Shocked from his fear by a hand grabbing him around his waist, he felt the press of an erection against his back and felt a tongue lick up the side of his face and smelled a terrible odour that resembled decaying, rotting flesh.
He screamed.
“Amis,” the welcome voice again, shaking him from his hellish nightmares, “I'm here, beside you.”
Shuddering himself awake, Amis saw the red curtains by his face and the portrait to the side of him. It had to have been an imagining, a nightmare, a terrible vision born from a distortion and not anything approaching real. 
“You were violent last time,” Lord Guain said, steadying his shaking arms, “I was worried about causing you some further damage.”
It must have been some expression that stole across Amis' face because Lord Guain was stroking the length of his arms like a mother would, to calm him down.
“Another nightmare,” Amis said, eyes adjusting and almost disbelieving, “I keep having them.” 
“Did you,” Lord Guain said, “then let me comfort you in bed.”
Unsure of what exactly Lord Guain's comfort would entail on this night, Amis was a little put off when he was pulled into bed and Lord Guain flung his arm around him.
“Your smothering me,” Amis complained.
But it was very half-hearted. He was so grateful to escape his dream, he could have cried. 
“Woe is me,” Lord Guain said, “that I should accidentally kill my dearest friend.”
The charming smile that flitted across Lord Guain's face was at once painfully beautiful and inducing such nerves in Amis that he had to look away towards the opposite direction, unless he burn through the bedclothes by blushing.
“Don't feel wrong about it,” Lord Guain said, lightly, “men and women can't resist me. I've had many admirers of both sexes.”
“Shut up,” Amis said, annoyed with his teasing, “go to sleep, fool.”
Lord Guain laughed at him but it was a friendly, tinkling sound. And it was indeed easier to sleep knowing there was someone else near him who would hear his cries for help if the nightmare were to ever reach such a pitch of reality he could bare it no longer. Strangely, without prompting Lord Guain made motion to close Amis' eyes for him, as one would for someone who was dead. With a sigh Amis sank into his pillow though his brow became slightly knit because only two days ago, he had done the same for Durgia and covered her in a shroud. But when his eyes flickered open just as he was about to go to sleep, he noticed a very feint but unmistakable scar on Lord Guain's neck closest to his night shirt's collar.
It was very late afternoon when Amis came into his room nearly sick from fear and slightly trembling. Sitting on the open window ledge was Fulk enjoying his pilfered pipe, he glanced at Amis curiously.
“What's wrong?” Fulk said, “Have a good night, or a bad one?”
Amis shook his head, unable to speak until he swallowed several times.
“There's something wrong with me,” Amis said.
“We already knew that,” Fulk said, “what do you think it is? Too much in the arm, not enough in the brains?”
“Oh, shut up you loathsome-!” Amis turned red and tried to contain the stream of expletives he wished he could hurl at Fulk for his irritating jibes.
“What is it then,” Fulk said, grinning with his crooked teeth.
“I don't know,” Amis said, too sick to begin saying it, “I think I've been poisoned. It's making my nights a terror with strange dreams and Lord Guain is-,”
“Has he had his way with you again?” Fulk said.
Amis shook his head, it was so difficult to explain!
“I think I've been biting him,” Amis said.
Fulk began to laugh uproariously, “Is that all?”
“Shut up! And listen to what I'm saying!” Amis said.
Breathing hard, Amis gathered himself as best he could and spit it out.
“In my nightmares I wander the halls of Garstwrot. I see a bat shaped hearth and an enormous red paned window and by my side is some terrific beast! If that were not enough, I seem to wake but not truly aware and then- I drink Lord Guain's blood. I don't understand what it means.”
“He's probably taking liberties while you sleep,” Fulk said, “seems like the type.”
“It's not a fancy,” Amis shouted, “look at his wrist! It was covered in a bandage and now it isn't.”
“He burned it,” Fulk said.
“A burn doesn't vanish in in a day! I bit it, and I bit his neck but that too seemed to vanish until I saw the mark last night,” Amis grabbed his hair in agonizing confusion, “I don't understand any of it! I feel a player in a theater I've no  knowing of! But there's something in that wine, there must be. Or why would it effect me so at night?”
“It tastes fine to me, if heavily spiced,” Fulk said, “and it's had no effect on me in any way unusual.”
“I'm not sure if poisoned is the right word anymore,” Amis said, “perhaps tainted, I don't know.”
“You've done well so far,” Fulk said, dumping the ashes from his pipe out the window, “caught him like a fish in a trap, I'd say.” 
“I feel like a moron,” Amis admitted, “like a fool being strummed like a harp.”
Fulk clasped him on the shoulder, “keep at it, perhaps we may get somewhere in a day or two hopefully before that Baroness arrives with her knights.”
In his mind's eye Amis could see the courtyard and the horse's skeleton and the well beside the barn that had been all closed up. Pressing his fingers against his forehead some awful premonition dawned on him; the villagers had said he was responsible for Fairfax's missing children. Their animals that had gone missing and he recalled his very own cat that had vanished just a few weeks before and not a hair of anyone had been found.
“Fulk help me,” Amis said.
“Help you what?” Fulk said, pipe tucked between his teeth.
“We must look inside that well,” Amis said, stomach churning.
It was with great surprise that Fulk considered what he was saying, his head slightly tilted in a serious way as if he were finally, considering the words coming from Amis' mouth as something worth paying attention to.
“The one that's all closed up?” Fulk said, “it would take five strong men to open that.”
“Even just sliding it a crack,” Amis said, “would tell me if what I think is true or not.”
“We might be able to get that far,” Fulk said, “When you're dressed we'll go down and see if our Lord is lurking and if he isn't, we'll take a crack at it. At worst our actions can be excused as shoring up without going to the river.”
Amis felt relieved, they were finally going to get some answers however unpleasant they may be.
When they made their way into the courtyard, it seemed strange that neither had seen Lord Guain on the way, Amis thought he would perhaps be in the library but Fulk recalled he had gone downstairs to see if there was a weapon or two in the storage area.
“In the dungeon?” Amis said.
“Oh yeah,” Fulk said, “I saw down there, lots of human bones from who  knows when and some shields and other things. There was a crossbow and I took it.”
“I didn't think you knew how to shoot one,” Amis said.
“I don't,” Fulk said, “but they're worth money and don't come cheap, and we've got a story to keep. I have a weapon worth far more that's been put aside in our rooms that's all you need to know.”
“Of course,” Amis said.
The late afternoon sun lit the horse bones up like white markers in a sea of yellow green and with a nervous sort of movement, Amis touched the cover of the well.
“It's stone isn't it,” Fulk said.
Amis had pressed his head to the stone cover and was alarmed to hear strange sounds coming from it, like scratches. For a moment he was almost overwhelmed with terror and the desire to keep it shut, it was like the fireplace and all his nightmares over again.
“Yes,it is. And I think there's something in there,” Amis said. 
Fulk said, “let's give it a push then and find out.”
“You're not worried?” Amis said.
“Use your head, for all we know,” Fulk said, “it could be a bird or something from the drain like a couple of rats.”
Amis wasn't convinced.
“Come on,” Fulk said, “you've been out in the graveyard under the full moon with me by piles of dead people and all the nasty sort of things that go with it. Nothing's ever happened, has it?”
“No,” Amis said, “nothing ever happened.”
He had been just as terrified by the open graves certainly, seeing the dead's glassy eyes and all the foulness that came with it but they had both been perfectly fine. The light of day had always chased the nighttime terrors away and reality had sharpened his senses until nothing of the frightening night remained.
“Exactly,” Fulk said, “it's all stories then.”
They pushed hard, though Amis still felt the sweat breaking out on his brow for other reasons, until eventually the edge gave way. They kept at it until a small space was open and then a great riot began. Amis let out a shriek and fell to the ground as they had gotten in his hair and even Fulk shouted because he hadn't been expecting it. Flies and bugs, beetles and all manner of insect burst from the opening like a flood. The swarms seemed to burst up and begin to circle until their black shining bodies landed here and there all over the courtyard like a spray of pepper. Unnerved and shaken, Amis scrambled back onto his feet and saw Fulk who looked a bit surprised but none the worse for wear.
“The smell,” Fulk said.
It was on the air but hadn't blown its way toward Amis until the wind changed and he smelled it too, that unforgettable stench known to anyone who had ever smelled a decaying body. With some trepidation Amis leaned over the open well, he looked down and the afternoon light though lagging was just enough to see the eyes shining up at him from down its surface. Dead eyes from a child, or rather, several children. They had been heaped on top of a great pile of animals and nearly reached the top of the well.
“My god,” Amis said, clapping his arm over his nose, “the Fairfax children!”
Fulk leaned over and looked in, his profession lending him a certain immunity though his nose still wrinkled unpleasantly.
“It's not just human, it's animal and everything,” Fulk said.
“My cat vanished,” Amis said, “and our neighbor's dogs, it was winter and we thought foxes were responsible. They're probably down there along with the cows and horses of the keep.”
“I think this proves beyond a doubt,” Fulk said, “that our Lord of the keep is a murderer.”
“What are we going to do?” Amis said, desperately.
And then Fulk said to him in a voice that chilled Amis to the bone.
“Perhaps we ought to kill him,” Fulk said.
“No!” Amis hissed.
“Why not,” Fulk said, “have you grown to like him?”
“God, you loathsome man! As if that matters!” Amis said, “We have no idea if it is the Baroness that's really coming here. And what if Bishop Nethir should bring King Hune at our door, he asked me strange questions about-”
Amis couldn't say it, not aloud.
“-what happened that  night in the barn. He acted as if some great evil had been committed already, though I doubt he knew anything about what happened.”
It was with great unease that Amis could tell Fulk had begun to grow rather more pale in the face.
“If Lord Guain is Gessetto,” Fulk said, “if black magic really is true then we're a lot worse off than being in the same house as a man who kills.”
Collapsing his face in his hands, Amis felt on the verge of despair.
“All I have are nightmares,” Amis said, “about beasts and fiends. I feel as if I made some terrible mistake without knowing the implications of what I was doing. That my life is some wavy fib hinged on something unknowable.”
Fulk shook his head as if to turn away his thoughts, “ghosts aren't real, or devils or at least, in my profession I've never seen them. But evil men? Those are real and are aplenty out in the world and that's all we can count on now.”
“Just because you haven't seen them doesn't mean that devils don't exist,” Amis said, feeling helpless, “or that an evil man couldn't find them. Let's close it up, I can't stand thinking about it any longer.”
The insects had dispersed by the time they managed to seal up the well again but just as they had been finished, Amis saw a most unwelcome sight coming towards them.
“Oh there you are,” Lord Guain said, “I was just finished downstairs. Did you know there were ancient chains down there? I brought them up just in case.”
Amis had a horrified expression until he realized that Lord Guain was talking about something else entirely.
“To chain the main doors in the hall,” Fulk said, “that's a grand idea.”
“Yes,” Lord Guain said, looking rather proud, “It may save us no end of trouble should anything happen. Amis, are you all right?”
“Yes,” Amis said, a little too quickly.
“It's put us on edge,” Fulk said, “having to shut ourselves up.”
“I can imagine,” Lord Guain said, “but I can't take any chances, who knows if what my brother said was true. I'd rather err on the side of caution than pay for a lack of it later.”
The sun was reaching its evening strain and the light was turning into an orange tinged mass that looked like flames reaching across the courtyard as shadows followed in dark and quiet as a cat's footsteps. 
“Would you mind, Amis?” Lord Guain had repeated.
“What?” Amis said, so lost in thought he hadn't heard him.
“Walk with me for a time,” Lord Guain said, “I know my brother said something to you, you've been shaken ever since he left. Grave master, would you mind returning to your duties indoors?”
Fulk hesitated and it was that hesitation that made Amis feel a burble of panic rising in the back of his throat.
“All right,” Fulk said, after a moment, “shall I gather water before we're shut up for the night?”
“Oh don't worry about that,” Lord Guain said, “after all, we have the well.”
It cast such enormous doubt in Amis' mind, it threw such an arrow into his chest that he almost doubted for a minute the truth of what he and Fulk had found. Fulk then left them and to his trepidation he was now left alone with the Lord of the keep. Amis nearly jumped a mile, when from his own fancy pocket Lord Guain pulled a red and lovely flower.
“Do you like them?” Lord Guain asked. 
“What?” Amis said, feeling stupid, “Flowers?” 
“Roses,” Lord Guain said, “I picked it from the bushes around the grounds. It was said the red rose used to fly on Garstwrot's banner when the Lords of long ago ruled this place. There is some belief that a red rose on a black back drop was the family symbol of Garstwren's lost line, it is at least a very striking image to imagine flying over a battlefield.”
Amis looked at the red rose with its thorny stem and at the handsome face of Lord Guain, stained red in the flagging daylight. But then a shadow crossed over the man's face and it was only his eyes that seemed luminous and alive in the light and tinged with a red so violent it almost took his breath away.
The illusion broke as Lord Guain stepped forward into the light and placed the rose behind Amis' ear.
“This rose has a crooked stem and sharp thorns,” Lord Guain said, “but that only means it has grown stronger than all the rest. Black and red are lovely together, don't you think?”
“I don't know,” Amis said, stricken.
Could a man who spoke such beautiful words really be so evil?
“You're afraid,” Lord Guain said, “please, let me help you.”
“I don't know if I want your help,” Amis said.
“Back to taciturn again?” Lord Guain said, “But I had hoped we had become friends, surely you like me more than the grave master.”
“It's not a competition that would be very difficult to win,” Amis said.
Lord Guain laughed, his voice a pleasant lovely sound.
“I don't suppose it would be,” Lord Guain said, “but pray, something has disturbed you. So tell me, so I can help you as a friend would.”
Such sweet and kind words Amis had never heard spoken to him and it almost made him doubt, for a moment, Lord Guain's motivations in seeking out his company. But that was the problem; Amis knew very well what he looked like with a nose too big and haggard black hair and that he wasn't a very attractive man and Lord Guain was of the sort that could have every woman in a village sighing languorously with a single glance. If it was something genuine, perhaps Amis should at least try to use it to his advantage and yet, again the rub, he wouldn't know how if he even had a mind to. Instead he decided, he'd do what Fulk bade him and tell a little bit of truth to soften up any lie to come.
“Forgive me,” Amis said, “if I'm short with you. I'm not used to someone caring about what I feel.”
“I was under the impression your stay in the town was unpleasant,” Lord Guain said.
“Not always,” Amis admitted, “but I was hoping to have left on the day I became ill.”
“I suppose God has plans for us all,” Lord Guain said, “and more are mystery than known.”
“I don't know what to believe,” Amis admitted.
“My childhood in Adelaide was troubled,” Lord Guain admitted, “it was a difficult place to grow up. So it gives me some understanding when I see the same results in others. People haven't treated you well, Amis, it's obvious. I hope to change your mind that everyone is of the same ilk.”
“Maybe they didn't like me,” Amis said, “but I also did things that I'm not proud of.”
“Was that why the villagers chased you to the barn?” Lord Guain said.
It was with sudden steps that Amis stopped in their walk around the courtyard.
“How did you know that?” Amis said.
“There were rumors of child sacrifice,” Lord Guain said, “those poor vanished souls in Fairfax. Lady Anna was troubled by it very deeply and it seemed no one knew what to do. It's only natural that if Fulk said you went to ruin then your guilt was assumed. If there's one thing consistent no matter what country one finds oneself in, it's that anyone who's different is the first to be assumed at fault rather than innocent.”
“I didn't kill those children,” Amis said.
“I never thought you had,” Lord Guain said.
“But I had done something bad,” Amis said, his heart shrinking in his chest, “terrible enough to make them rightfully angry.”
“What have you done?” Lord Guain said.
And here was the real test, the true letting go of it. If Amis could bring himself to say it and perhaps, deep down inside, because he had a mind that Lord Guain wasn't all he seemed and was perhaps a terrible murderous man that it didn't matter if Amis told him.
“I killed an infant,” Amis said, whisper quiet.
The wind kicked up a little, just a breeze that ruffled the ash covered plants and leaves in the courtyard.
“Was it aborted,” Lord Guain said, “it's not against any law and not seen as murder by the court.”
“No,” Amis said, his throat pained him to say it, “I murdered an infant that was three months old. Cut off his head like a suckling pig because my lover bade me to. She was afraid her future husband wouldn't act kindly towards it.”
“Ludicrous,” Lord Guain said, “a bastard son among the peasantry is hardly the end of the world. Why do you think she really made you do it?”
“If you knew her,” Amis said, “you'd know that was the why. She wanted to be free, more than anything.”
Amis closed his eyes against the barrage of images that assailed him.
“I went with my father once,” Amis said, “when I had a mind to earn some money to get a proper sword and not the broken, wooden idiot one Conrad gave me. And Martin, my father ordered me to come with him and shovel muck. And so I tried. It wasn't the smell or the mess or the way people turned away from us that bothered me, it was the dead children.”
Amis took in a shuddering breath.
“People don't think about what lot the peasants live,” Amis said, “nobles most of all, if you have a bastard and can't afford it, it's easiest to drown it in the cesspit. My father told me it was a bad week for it, that it wasn't usually like this. That war made people stupid and afraid. And my father, he said it was the husbands who would dump them like that,  not usually the mother who you could hear crying all over when they realized their child went missing. I didn't want that for Durgia, it would have driven her mad. She was kind, she didn't want to do it. She cried when I knocked its head off but at least it was a clean death with some honor and not drowning in a pile of someone else's shit.”
“Did you cry?” Lord Guain said.
“Does it matter?” Amis said.
“Yes it does,” Lord Guain said.
Thinking back on it Amis could only remember the smell and the sounds but perhaps, his cheeks had been a little damp. 
“Yes,” Amis said, “but I don't know why. It wasn't anything to do with me, I just didn't want it to suffer-”
“The way you had,” Lord Guain said.
Amis shook  his head.
The earth rumbled and the clouds darkened even deeper the coming of night, from the sky the ash began to fall again like gentle, smoke colored snowflakes.
“Thank you,” Lord Guain said, “for telling me the truth.”
“If it's worth anything,” Amis said, “you're the first one I've ever told anyone about it. Except for Fulk, seeing as he was there to put the body in the ground in the graveyard after.”
“And he had no qualms about this?” Lord Guain said,. 

“No,” Amis said, “he loved Durgia just as much as I did, and knew her friends who used to spend time on the barges. They were a rough lot but good strong women. I liked them, though I don't think they thought much of me. Fulk was the one who always got their attentions with his clever stories and smooth tongue.” 
It was such an unburdening that Amis began to feel the most powerful exhaustion creep through his bones. It was nearing sunset and that always seemed to be the time when he had the worst headache.
“I want to go inside,” Amis said.
Reaching up towards the rose, Lord Guain surprised Amis by brushing his fingers through his hair. 
“I think out of everyone on earth, you'd understand me best,” Lord Guain said.
Perhaps his guess had been right, Amis thought and Lord Guain was at heart, despite his handsomeness, a very lonely man.
It was after this that they went indoors and Amis, though he had finally felt his guilt lift a little, still felt uneasy and unwell.
“Ouch,” Amis said, pressing his hand against his forehead.
The headache had appeared at sunset again but it was much more mild than it had been before.
“Come into the great hall,” Lord Guain said, “I can get you some wine.”
Amis opened his eyes and nodded at Lord Guain just as he saw Fulk creep around the corner. A great bang rang out and it was with some fright that Amis saw Lord Guain drop like a potato sack to the floor.
“That solves that,” Fulk said.
“My god,” Amis said, “what have you done!”
“I don't know if I've killed him,” Fulk said.
“There's blood,” Amis said, feeling sick at the sight, “what did you hit him with?”
“An old hammer mace,” Fulk said, “that I got from the dungeons. Handier than a crossbow, it'll take the brain out of anyone.”
Blood sluggishly began to crawl across the floor and Amis heard Nethir's warning come back to him unbidden; blood spilled here is never to some natural end, keep that in mind. Gathering all of his fortitude, Amis turned the body of Lord Guain onto his back and saw the eyes staring back at him, surprised and glassy.
“I think he's dead,” Amis said.
“Then we've done in a murderer,” Fulk said, “nothing to be fussed about.”
“Shut up,” Amis said, weakly.
As unseemly as it was, it felt like Amis had betrayed him.
“We'll put it in the dungeon,” Fulk said, “and lock the door just to be sure.”
Together they managed to lift the body of Lord Guain, his face frozen in a cold, dead gaze. Somehow Amis felt chilled by it, more than he had ever by the living man. They worked and sweated until they opened the leaden door and rolled the body down the stairs. When they laid it against a stone pillar surrounded by collapses and dusty skeletons, Amis noticed the old ring on Lord Guain's finger. Some compulsion made him brave walkind down the stone steps to slip it off and pocket it. As they were closing the heavy casement, Amis felt like they were being watched, the back of his neck prickled and when he looked behind him, he swore he could feel burning eyes that bored into the back of his neck.
“God what is that,” Fulk said, “all those scratching sounds, must be a hell of a lot of rats.” 
“I don't think so,” Amis said.
With Lord Guain done away with, Amis felt extremely miserable. He went to the solar with Fulk who had the gall to hum a tune, a lovely little song about the Princes of Elaine, which was so incongruous in the dark and grim hall of their keep it might as well have been a comedy.
“Sit down on that bed,” Fulk said, “rest yourself.”
“We've done wrong,” Amis said.
“I have no doubt he would have done us in if he hadn't got to him first,” Fulk said. 
“How do you know that!” Amis shouted, “He could have been an innocent man!”
“For god's sake you idiot,” Fulk shouted back at him, “he's done in the whole town like a mad sacrifice, you saw the proof yourself!” 
“I keep dreaming about it,” Amis said, “about the beasts in Garstwrot keep and he saves me from them by waking me up when I'm sleep walking. But I'm not sure if it is a real thing or just some wild imagining.”
Fulk sighed and got up from his reclined position, he held Amis' crossed arms and forced him to meet his eyes.
“There's plenty worse in this world than you or I,” Fulk said, “when we're through with this, make a prayer at a church if you still feel badly about it and then fight for God and country under the banner of a King. That was our plan, wasn't it?” 
“It was,” Amis said, “though I have my doubts if it was a good one.
“So pessimistic,” Fulk said, releasing him, “on the 'morrow, we'll say goodbye to Garstwrot and let whoever comes deal with the remains of the goodly Lord Guain.”
They sat in silence for some time with the fire crackling in the chimney and Amis sat at his desk in melancholic revelry.
Fulk puffed on his pipe, “were you the sodomized, or the sodomizer when he bedded you.”
Amis swore at him, “what the hell does that matter now?”
“I had wondered is all,” Fulk said.
“Don't bother me about your perverse fantasies!” Amis shouted.
“So the sodomized,” Fulk guessed, “never thought you'd have it in you to bed a man, to be honest.”
“God!” Amis said, “Shut up! Shut up!”
“Was it like that with the Durgia?” Fulk said, “she was a bit of a wild one, wasn't she? And all her little schemes about the town. I think you have a kind, Amis. People who are very much above you in the brain. ”
“I don’t want to think about her anymore,” Amis said, miserably, “or him.” 
Fulk grabbed Amis and held him close; he smelled of dank things, of all the nasty things that lived in the earth. His breath wasn't as bad as his teeth looked but his face was still troubling; the intensity of his gaze was something Amis had always found frightening. Those pale colored eyes that narrowed and glared, schemed and plotted things Amis never dared think of. 
“Let go of me,” Amis said weakly, all the fight had left him earlier when he had seen Lord Guain hit the ground in a heap.
“I never noticed before,” Fulk said, “but your eyes aren't quite brown.”
The reflection that he had seen in Lord Guain's eyes was reflected back at him in Fulk's own limpid gaze and Amis knew somehow, beyond all doubt, that there was something terribly wrong. He shoved Fulk away and grabbed a mirror from the desk and held it up and sucked in a desperate breath. Fulk stood behind him and went deathly quiet, until he finally sucked in a ragged breath of his own.
“Amis,” Fulk said, “how are you doing it?”
“I'm not doing anything,” Amis said, staring as desperately as he could.
“There must be some trick,” Fulk said.
“It's not a trick,” Amis said.
It was impossible, not something that could be real. But it was staring him in the face or rather, it was the lack that he was seeing. His reflection. There was nothing in the mirror he held in his head, not a wisp of anything but the chair behind him.
“My God,” Fulk said, “your eyes have gone red.”
Amis sucked in air through his teeth and jumped up from the desk.
“It's a story,” Amis said, “it has to be.”
“I thought it might be true,” Fulk said, putting a hand to his mouth, “but not like this.”
“What truth do you know!” Amis yelled, “TELL ME!”
The ground underneath their feet rumbled and echoed deep in the empty keep, as if the earth was grumbling under Garstwrot's dungeon.
“The heir of Garstwrot,” Fulk said, “I had figured you were it but I didn't believe in Garstwren's ridiculous legends, there was no reason to.”
Amis stared at him, perplexed beyond anything.
“But an heir would be my mother,” Amis said, “since my father is dead, wouldn't it?”
“She's not your mother and he's not your father,” Fulk said, “just shut up and listen and don't interrupt me. It's something I had figured out piece by piece. The Fairfax's kept you so they'd get Garstwrot, that was the title that you had that they had wanted. Who knows how or why, or the precise movement of events. But those eyes ring true and your father, Martin, I had heard that he was a very different man years ago. A man of exceptional skill so I thought, perhaps you'd come by your sword swing honestly. But then someone else told me, it had been a longbow he'd taken up not a sword. And I got to wondering about other things, like how you seemed so stupid and so smart all at once.”
“Thank you for that,” Amis said, surly.
“It's not meant as an insult, just the truth,” Fulk said, “and I wondered if they hadn't kept you locked in Fairfax tower to wait for you to come of age, gather up the title and then shove you into a well or something.”
Amis made a distressed sound, it was something he didn't think his parents could have done. And yet, it was all there staring at him in the way they had treated him. He hadn't been their son at all but a tool to reach the goal they had so wanted.
“It's not a very rich land Garstwrot,” Fulk said, “but it's a damn good place to barter with a King who's losing a fight and once those wars broke out it would be even more tempting. But there's risks involved in playing such a game.”
“So they sent me here,” Amis said, “but why?”
“I don't know,” Fulk said, “maybe someone scared them, or they got a threat and thought it wasn't worth the bother. It's not as if you have a blood relative alive to ask anymore.” 
“If it's true that Martin wasn't my father,” Amis said, “then who was he?”
“I've no idea,” Fulk said, “I couldn't figure it out. He was well traveled and smarter than the rest of town and still shoveled shit for a living but I bet he could tell us if he still walked exactly why things happened as they did.”
“He did seem a ruined man,” Amis said, “though by what I could never tell.”
The rumble from the earth was stronger and Amis walked over to the window and flung open the shutter. The ashes were falling from the sky in great profusion and the clouds had covered all the moon and stars.
“Close that up,” Fulk said.
“I've never seen the sky like this,” Amis said, “so dark.”
“For god's sake, shut it up!” Fulk said.
Forcefully, Fulk shoved him out of the way and slammed shut the shutters. It was clear he was becoming unsettled and Amis dreaded what conclusions he had reached in his head that had made him so nervous.
“If you are the heir of Garstwrot,” Fulk said, “and his blood is what's at fault making your reflection vanish before our eyes then who knows what else is true.”
Fulk turned to him with the most awful look on his face.
“I heard about them when I was digging holes in Croglin,” Fulk said, “the dead that would get up and walk again out of their burial shrouds.”
Croglin Grange was a tiny, monastery town some miles away that produced most of their town's beer, it was hardly the stuff of evil legend and more known for its Sunday suppers to traveling pilgrims than anything at all sinister.
“But I'm not dead,” Amis said, “obviously, or I wouldn't be talking to you now.”
Fulk paid him no mind and continued with his story.
“After some digging one night, the monks and I got drunk. They told me all about them, when they had been all over the country back in the old days. They'd crawl up out of their graves like ghastly mummies and drink blood,” Fulk said, “and then return to them still as anything when dawn broke. They'd stink of death and offal and you couldn't reason with them because they were just rotten skin with moving bones. Servants of evil witches, all the others like Garstwren that were whispered about in legends. I thought it was only in jest but maybe there's something to it. They were sometimes called un-dead and lurked about only under the cover of night.”
“That's a stupid word,” Amis said, “it has no meaning. And I stand under the sun just fine.”
Though it was true that Amis found the darkness easier on his aching head but that could have been caused by anything. 
“Amis,” Fulk said, “that night in the barn-”
“I had a fever,” Amis said.
“You may have died,” Fulk said.
“I'm not dead!” Amis insisted.
“If anything about this wretched place is true then it could be!” Fulk said, “Who knows what unnatural laws things like that follow, during the day you had a reflection. I saw it! At night things may change, who knows. I hate this sort of stuff, the dead should shut their putrid mouths and stay in the ground nice and tidy not wander about like a bunch of clattering junk off the side of a bargeman’s hauler.”
“I was never put in the ground and I'm not dead!” Amis said.
“I don't know what to think,” Fulk said, hand wrenching at his own hair, “I don't know what's true! And Lord Guain and all his scheming, what of him? Was he really Gessetto turned young and handsome instead of old and decrepit?”
“I don't know,” Amis said, “but nothing gave away any disguise. No secret mark or scar that I could see.”
A noise startled them both, it was scratching at the fire place in their room.
“What is that?” Fulk said.
“I keep hearing it at night,” Amis said, “maybe it's the rats you're so fond of mentioning.”
“That doesn't sound like rats,” Fulk said, “it sounds like nails against the wall.”
The nightmares he'd had threatened to overwhelm him but Amis closed his eyes and forced himself to think rationally, as he was awake and not asleep in his bed. He refused to conjure up great beasts or burned up grotesque faces.
“Could be animals,” Amis said, “like cats.”
“That's not a cat,” Fulk said.
From the table he grabbed a candle.
“Get your sword,” Fulk said.
“What?” Amis said.
“I said, get your sword,” Fulk said, “we'll follow it.”
Amis did as he was told and together they followed the scrambling scratches down their hallway, through the stairs and all the way past the alcoves with the smashed saints into the very kitchen itself. But it was empty and nothing more was heard until Amis noticed that it was coming very faintly from the small stone hall.
“What do you suppose it is,” Amis asked him, fearing his answer.
Fulk shook his head and the candle trembled.
The scratches were coming from behind the tapestry in the great hall, the one that hung a bit lop sided and had beautiful embroidered trees all over it. It was part of a hunting scene with deer and unicorns and all manner of cheerful looking animals. Amis tugged at it fruitlessly until Fulk shoved him aside and yanked it down, tearing it apart.
“Someone made that,” Amis said, flustered.
“And they're probably dead,” Fulk said, “and wont' be fussed. Look at that, there. It's plaster put over a wall, fresher than the rest.”
The scratches it seemed had quieted and Amis desperately wanted to go back to their room but Fulk had other ideas, from the kitchen he got his shovels and handed Amis one of them.
“And now,” Fulk said, “we chip through it and see what the devil all that noise is.”
Amis felt uneasy but he did as he was told. It was surprisingly easy to do, the plaster hadn't been put up with a professional hand, it was clumpy and poorly done as if it had been slapped up in an enormous hurry. Once a hole had been broken through, Amis jumped back away from all the insects bursting through, just like the flies and beetles from the well, they flew around in great swarms. And then on the air came the smell just like before.
“Something dead is in there,” Amis said.
“So it is,” Fulk said.
After they had made a large hole it was easy enough for Fulk with his long reach to begin pulling the plaster chunks from the wall itself in great pieces. Amis was just trying to stay out of the way of the falling bits until he caught sight of something strange through the falling plaster. At first he thought he was looking at some creature moving but then when the slight breeze stopped he realized he was looking at a woven banner, rough sewn with a dancing devil on it that had been crudely drawn. It had painted red dots for eyes and an accentuated male genital and its mouth was twisted up like a crooked red line.
“Dear god,” Fulk said, snarling backwards, “the smell!”
It was awful and putrid and Amis jumped back covering his face as the last of the plaster fell. And to his absolute and numbing horror he saw the room. He saw the woman laying over the great stone sarcophagus rotted nearly to the bone. The insects all over her were crawling and had almost covered the short sword stuck so hard in her breast it had pierced the stone underneath her body. And her mouth wide agape as if in a soundless scream while her gossamer white clothes lay in a pile of putrid juices.
“Lady Anna of Lorix,” Fulk said, “there she is. You were right.”
“What's all that,” Amis said, “those symbols all over the wall.”
Drawn on the walls were all manner of diabolical images, symbols in strange tongues Amis had never seen before. Stars and circles and measured shapes with figures dancing all around. They looked as if they had been scratched in blood in some frantic hand. But worst of all was when Amis drew a little closer, as much as he could stand, he noticed the sarcophagus had been slightly shifted open just a crack. Across the side of the coffin were big letters that had been carved into the stone centuries before, while Amis was no expert the letters he could recognize together as words spelled out a familiar name.
GARSTWREN
The scratching began again and this time it was coming from inside. Amis let out a panicked scream, he took off through the kitchens and up the hall his feet pounding, sword clutched at his side and Fulk following. They ran in desperate, thundering steps until Amis realized they had went too far and were instead standing at the top of landing, the library door cracked open just a bit as if drawn by some invisible hand.
“The library,” Amis whispered, “it's in there.” 
“The doors up here are blocked up,” Fulk said, his voice gone rigid from fear, “any idea why?”
A great rending metal sound was heard and it was coming from behind the blocked up walls. Then a rattling, scratching sound that resembled tiny feet clicking along the stones.
“I don't want to know,” Amis said, and turned aside, “go away!” 
They ran back to their room and Fulk slammed the door shut and pushed a chair against it when they were inside.
“God damn this keep and its evil legends,” Fulk said, “god help us! What kind of place is this?”
“I don't know,” Amis said, “I don't know!”
“We could go back and see,” Fulk said, “and relieve our fears, knowing its nothing.” 
“No!” Amis said, “It's not nothing and I never want to see that horrible face again!”
Fulk was evidently brought to the edge of his nerves by Amis saying it so surely.  
“We'll wait until dawn then. Daylight weakens evil things,” Fulk said, “or so I've heard.”
“I've never seen anything like those symbols,” Amis said, “nothing-”
But that hadn't been true, the sigils and symbols on Lord Guain's desk had rather resembled them.
“He's a witch,” Amis said, “or something worse.”
“Who is?” Fulk said.
“Lord Guain,” Amis said, “Gessetto, whatever his name is. I kept trying to tell you, I had these awful dreams and then I'd sleep walk  into his room and-”
“Then what,” Fulk said.
“Then I'd,” Amis sucked in a breath, “drink his blood, while some monster leered at me.”
Fulk moved his hand off the door and slowly backed up until he was almost at the shuttered window.
“Did you ever think,” Fulk said, carefully, “that this place is haunted- or rather, made worse by you?”
“Don't be stupid,” Amis said, “why the hell would I want to terrify myself?”
“You're the heir,” Fulk said.
“And I never had an inkling until today,” Amis said, “I don't know any black magic or understand a word of it. Please believe me!”
The worst terror overtook Amis, he didn't want Fulk to run away.
“Don't leave me here alone,” Amis said.
“Why?” Fulk said, “Because you'll starve to death from lack of blood?”
“Because!” Amis shouted, desperately, “I don't know anything! I'm an idiot just like you said, I'm not a diabolical fiend or an un-dead heir, I'm just the son of a gong farmer who is nothing without your help!”
“You're not nothing,” Fulk said, quickly.
Amis panted and he could feel wetness on his cheeks; he was scared. More accurately, he was completely terrified. He didn't want to be left by himself, in a lonely place that scratched and burbled behind blocked up walls some horrific secret.
“Stay with me and tomorrow we can go,” Amis said, “I want to go-”
Amis closed his eyes, painfully. He was about to say that he wanted to go home but he had none, not anymore. Sighing, he put his sword back under the bed and sat on its edge afterward, his hair covering his face.
“This is more of a mess than I thought it would be,” Fulk admitted, “I thought our escape would be so easy. For what it's worth, I'm sorry about the hair.”
“It's fine,” Amis said, clutching himself.
Fulk had peeled himself away from the wall and sat down next to him, with a heavy breath.
“Wasn't supposed to be like this,” Fulk said.
“No, it wasn't,” Amis said.
Unsure of what to do they sat next to one another miserably, Amis with his arms tight around his own chest and Fulk with his head in his hands, trying to work out some other plan.
“Our candle will run out,” Fulk said, “before morning.”
“Put it out then,” Amis said, “I'll open the window.”
Fulk leaned over him, his pale wrist in front of Amis' face.
Desire burned and licked inside of him, it bloomed like flowers growing over a cemetery plot. He felt like the honey bee, come to dip its tongue in deathly nectar before flying off to sting. With a quick flickering motion, he whipped the candle out with wind and then after seeing Fulk's surprised face in the darkness, which had gained some unearthly light all draped in midnight blue, he lunged for his pale throat.
There was a shout followed by the most delicious bloom of blood against his tongue. Powerful fingers tore at his hair and tried to rip his head away but to no avail. He drank his fill until he lifted his head and then felt Fulk hit him across the face sending him tumbling.
Leaning against the wall while gasping and clutching his neck, Fulk was very pale and Amis crawled across the floor ready to lunge again.
“Oh no you don't,” Fulk uttered, picking up his mace, “little leech.”
Amis found himself biting the metal handle of the mace as a horse would a bit and denting it, while Fulk used the grip to fling him backwards onto his own bed.
Staggering towards Amis who was grimacing, his teeth hurting since they had so unkindly bit against metal, Fulk shoved Amis onto his stomach and tied his arms behind him neatly, with a bed sheet.
“Damn!” Fulk said, “And now what am I to do with you.”
Amis managed to roll himself over onto his back and squirmed.  Fulk certainly knew how to securely tie a person up, though where he had learned such a skill Amis wasn't sure he wanted to know.
“It's a bit tight,” Amis said.
“Shut up, idiot,” Fulk said, wincing when he pressed his hand to his neck, “this is going to leave a scar. Lucky I wasn't killed.”
“I wouldn't kill you,” Amis said, nearly drunk with blood.
“Put those fangs together and keep quiet,” Fulk said, “I've got to think our way out of this. Dawn's our only hope, you're almost half normal then. As normal as you can get, anyway.”
“I haven't seen the dawn light in at least three days,” Amis said.
Amis began laughing and this, above all else, seemed to disturb Fulk.
“You're like a wolf,” Amis said, peculiar visions flooding him, “set upon by his own pack.”
Fulk loomed over him, his face so serious and stony.
“Six sets of yellow eyes glowing in the night,” Amis murmured, feeling dreamy, “while an owl watches not to help, but to wait his turn for the kill.” 
The far away look on Fulk's face was so unlike the grave master that Amis almost laughed again but it was when his eyes turned stricken that Amis felt that he had come upon something that he didn't understand and that only Fulk could someday tell him.
“Why did you let me go with you to complete your tasks,” Amis said, “I couldn't do them as well as the other men and still you paid me my quarter in gold.”
“Because your blockhead wasn't the one that would betray me, at least not on purpose,” Fulk said.
Amis let out a slightly, hysterical sound. All the blood had really rushed to his head.
Amis said, stumbling over the words, “I think you understand me better than sometimes I understand myself.”
Huffing a sound between his teeth, Fulk shook his head.
“Not so,” Fulk said, with a far away gaze.
Fulk then used his spindly legs to hover over Amis and hold his chin in his hand. Amis had a mind to snap his teeth at him and Fulk just laughed, mockingly.
“Not another bite,” Fulk said, “doesn't matter how comely your flushed skin is, I'd like to keep my neck in one piece.”
It was the blood, Amis realized, that made him drugged and not the wine. It put strange thoughts inside of his head or maybe, they had always been there he just had the mind to recognize them now. It made him acknowledge that as repugnant as the grave master could be, Amis had always held him in esteem for his cleverness that was so well beyond his own it might as well have been the top of a mountain. Maybe the grave master had a point, Amis was forced to admit, and he did admire people with far greater brains than his own more than any other. 
Pushing Amis' upper lip aside, Fulk observed his pointed fangs. He pressed a hand to Amis' chest, resting against it as if checking for a heart beat. It was then that Amis realized Fulk was transfixed looking into his eyes, that there was a power in them, just like rubies drew men to look at them with desire.
“I think you're not completely dead,” Fulk said, “but nearly. Devil knows what that means for us.”
It was then, as Amis felt his own wrists press into his back in a slightly painful way, that he became aware there was something else he wanted besides blood. When Fulk re-lit the candle the soft glow made the grave master's face seem forlorn and serious.
“Untie me,” Amis said, “please.”
Like the whisper of the wind, a softness on a breeze and a gentle shove that would be at home pushing a barge into the fen water, Amis knew he had accomplished some trick when Fulk began undoing the sheet around his wrists. His hands trembled, like they were working against his better sense but Amis felt just a little triumphant, the grave master was finally doing something that he asked.
“You asked how Durgia loved me,” Amis said, “I can show you.”
It was an evil thing to say but also, he knew it was a perfect challenge. His neck was gripped by the grave master's long fingers and tightened to the point Amis wondered if he could still get air. Fulk observed him with crafty, hungry eyes that resembled the hunger of the wolves Amis had seen in his head and that, beyond anything else, excited him.
Clothes were scattered and removed with haste and Amis had no fear to ride Fulk, who he had pushed onto his back in bed, because he had already been with a man before. The nervousness about the unknown had been wiped away and instead he found himself grinding against Fulk's bony hips with a wild kind of abandon. It did hurt a bit but the pain was overwhelmed by the feeling that rushed through him, that finally he had a power that he'd never had before.
“Spiny waif,” Fulk panted, “I can feel the shape of your bones through your arse.”
Perhaps he should have been offended but Amis heard himself laugh, that was until Fulk grabbed him by his throat and twisted them around so he was the one bearing down on Amis with his murderous eyes and cruel grin.
“You've shown me what she did to you,” Fulk said, “let me show you what I did to her.”
Amis was driven into so hard he felt the bed creak and had to grab the edges to stop his teeth from clacking together in an unpleasant way. Leaning his head backwards, Amis opened his eyes to see a great, dark shape looming behind him. He opened his mouth to scream but no sound came out, his mouth was filled by a dark red tongue and he felt the hot breath over his face while Fulk was driving into him. Closing his eyes briefly, the beast seemed to disappear and Amis felt instead the mouth of Fulk closing over his in some desperate, biting kiss. More agreeably, Amis felt him grab his own manhood without hesitation to be sure he felt as much satisfaction as the grave master had.
There was an awkwardness after they parted from each other. Amis felt a bit of a loss that he hadn't bitten Fulk's neck again but Fulk was staring at the curtain of their bed, lost in thoughts that Amis knew nothing of. Amis got cleaned up and half dressed and after some moments, Fulk did the same. Amis collapsed into bed, noticing his limbs beginning to go heavy.
“I think dawn is coming,” Amis said.
He glanced at the bedside table and noticed the candle had long gone out, which was funny because Amis recalled being able to see everything even without it. Closing his eyes briefly, he saw  the face of a hungry white wolf looming over him that no longer caused him fear. Instead he heard its pounding feet in the snow, felt the rush of its fur under his fingers and knew it was running on ahead of him, looking with its great yellow eyes, watching for any danger.
Some moments later Fulk was resting his head in his hands while he sat at the bedroom desk and felt that he had crossed some line that shouldn't have been. Picking up the mirror from the desk that Amis so liked to use to straighten his half cut hair, Fulk saw that Amis was once again apparent in its reflection, though very, very still.
If the state of Amis' living but not living flesh wasn't proof enough of supernatural influence than his recitation of the worst night of Fulk's life had certainly been, as he had ever told anyone about it and had expected to go to the grave with the knowledge still buried inside of him.
In his mind's eye he could still see his brothers in their gray coats mimicking the town watchmen and his sister all of fifteen with hair she had cut short to try and blend in. She had been so insistent on going with them but lately, Fulk could only remember how she looked with the red tinged sewer water flooding around her and her glassy, pale blue eyes staring up at him, as if shocked that anything bad should have happened. His Uncle had worn brown because he was supposed to be the guardsman of Micidea's great palace and that, Fulk had always wondered about. What his role had really been. And with all that battling at his gates, he still thought of Durgia and her plots. She had been so very much like his sister, which in part had been the attraction but that had all gone south as it always had done with women who were far too clever for his schemes.
One day Durgia had cornered him outside his grave keeper's shack while he was putting away the tools of his trade (along with some finds, slipped into a wooden strong box) and pestered him with questions about Amis. The day had been cold and bleak, ash had fallen the night before as if it had been a winter storm. Fulk was sure that had been an evil sign, the beginning of the end of Garstwrot only he hadn't the foreknowledge to realize it at the time.  
“I overheard a story from my father,” Durgia had insisted, “and you would know above anyone if it were true. Years ago there was a child stolen from a dead noblewoman who died in Garstwrot keep, they locked the little boy in a tower and kept him there. People said he was put to death but- that's not true is it? Amis isn't from here originally, is he? I could tell just from looking at him.”
“People from anywhere can live in Elaine,” Fulk said, “just because their skin is sallow doesn't mean they're a foreigner.”
“That's not what I meant,” Durgia said, “the way he acts he might as well be from another world like a fairy person.”
There were plenty of stories of the grim fairy folk and their thin faces and wan figures flickering in the forests at night and Fulk had supposed in an amused way, that Amis certainly fit the description of some wild thing when he neglected to wash or brush his hair for several days.
“The cat's out of the bag now I suppose,” Fulk had said, “it's true. Little whelp’s the heir of Garswrot. He was the child locked in the tower years ago that the people in Fairfax talked about and your father still knows.”
It had been a persistent rumor for years, a scandalous mark on the Lord and Lady of Fairfax who otherwise had a sterling reputation of being fair and honest in their dealings. He had seen the tower of castle Fairfax from a distance while riding to Croglin for some digging jobs. It had been a grim looking building set apart from the main courtyard, it would have been easy enough to hide someone in such a place for any number of years. But anyone inside would have been quite alone as a prisoner and that would certainly explain Amis' strange behavior when he had first come to town; his shyness, the way he looked anywhere but the eyes. How he loped and shuffled clumsily until finally, the wide open fields did their work and he began to act like he could do as any village boy could and run through the town square if he so wished. And even after some time Amis was still furtive and alone with a markedly bad temper, Fulk knew there was some story to be had in its origin and some plot that was yet to unfold. He could smell it like a stink hovering on the air and where there was intrigue, there was always gold to be made if he were clever enough about getting it, without getting his neck cut in the acquiring.
“I see,” she had said, “so it's not only his sword arm that has you humoring him.”
“What of it,” Fulk said.
“Well I had wondered,” Durgia said, “it's as if he's been stunted in the brain somehow. But if he's nobility than that explains it all, he was shut up in the tower like a kept animal. Is that why you spend time with him, or is there some other reason?”
Durgia looked at him with a curious coolness that didn't suit her comely features; her mind was working and turning its gears and Fulk had to admit, she was far too clever and with too little scruples for a town grown woman, if she had lived anywhere else she'd be in some deep wickedness he had no doubt and come out all the richer for it. Perhaps then he'd have called her a friend but small places made everyone grasping and even the clever would sink themselves in the mire of the petty and inane. He couldn't trust anyone in Garstwrot and they, in turn, couldn't trust him. Except perhaps, for one man too foolish to ever understand the nature of scheming wickedness and that made him a rare commodity indeed.
“Perhaps I fancy his pretty eyes,” Fulk said.
“I very much doubt that. It must be because of something, some plot to take Garstwrot,” Durgia said, “or he wouldn't be alive, I bet. Unless they already have plans to take his inheritance and it's you they've called upon-”
“I'm not planning to do him in,” Fulk said, “though you're right, there's been talk of it by interested parties.”
“Is he your friend then,” Durgia pressed, “I just want to know what you're on about, the type who fills your pocket aren't exactly kind to anyone who interferes.”
“What the devil are you thinking,” Fulk said, “if it's money you want, the idiot would marry you if you asked, he's besotted.”
Durgia snorted a laugh, “oh goodness, no, he's hardly my type.  But he has an interesting face doesn't he? It's almost pretty. Or it would be, if he weren't so skeletal. I wonder if his father and mother were from some foreign country?”
“She was the heir of Garstwrot, maybe,” Fulk said, “or perhaps it was his father. Maybe they were foreigners who had a claim, it's hard to tell with all these noble families. One runs into the other and go outside of little towns like this and out past Medlam castle and into Ellenshire where the King's court is, they're all a mix as far as Micidea. You'll not figure it out no matter how hard you try, not without some real digging into family trees.” 
“But sometimes in the right light his skin is so pale, he looks like he's dying,” Durgia said, “and the shadows fall on his face just so, making him look sad. Like a lost and lonely foreign lord...”
The sound of Durgia's dreamy tone somehow irked him. He had plans for the idiot man that took them far away from Garstwrot and all its wretched denizens and here was Durgia, cranked like a cuckoo clock. All he could do was wait for some wild notion to pop out of her head at any moment.
“One whose been struck on the head maybe,” Fulk said, “and very much lacking in social graces.”
Durgia snickered, “the illusion doesn't last long when he opens his mouth, no. Much like with yourself.”
“What are you going on about?” Fulk said, narrowing his eyes.
“You sound like a man from the town gutters but that's not the truth, is it? I heard all about Micidea from my father when he got drunk with Martin,” Durgia said, swaying her hips as she got close to him, “seems they knew your parents and were commenting on what your father had gotten up to, how far the great architect had fallen when he was in league with thieves. And what the role of a bandit prince might be during a castle siege-”
Fulk grabbed her around the throat and yanked her close. He knew what he looked like when he was angry, how his own eyes narrowed until slits and his crooked teeth poked over his lower lip like the sharpened fang teeth of a wolf.
“I'd be keeping that pretty mouth shut about that business,” Fulk said, “if your lips still want to draw breath without my filleting knife lodged in the windpipe.”
“I'm not afraid of you grave master. You can't kill me any more than you can kill my father,” Durgia said, an ugly smile on her normally pretty face, “you're the fly wriggling in my web, now.”
He let her go with a shove. She only smiled at him placidly with those calculating, knowing eyes.
“Why would I kill you,” Fulk said, “who do you know that would care in this burg of a town?”
“My husband-to-be,” Durgia said, “he runs a market business in Fairfax and travels widely. He's very well connected with the merchants of Micidea, you know the type, with all the red velvet and illustrious families. From the sounds of it some of those people would love to find you, Fulcis.” 
Horror of horrors, she had spoken it aloud. Like a dreaded backwash, the smell of Micidea's sewer rose up and threatened to swallow him whole.  
“That's a name that's been dead for years,” Fulk said, “and if you utter it again, I'll make sure you're put in the ground before your corpse cools, father or no.”
The door to the shack burst open and Fulk nearly went cold at the thought someone had overheard their conversation, but it was only Amis with his sword drawn and face red.
“Unhand her, knave!” Amis shouted.
He'd have no idea what went on and probably hadn't heard, more likely to have followed Durgia to see what they had got up to. Fulk had to admit, the last few times they had met had been a bit more bawdy in nature. Amis had finally caught on to their affair, though as was his way, in the stupidest manner possible.
“If you'd come charging in here,” Fulk said, “with any real foulness going on, you'd have been clubbed on the head and left for dead in an instant.”
“I'd have taken their head first!” Amis said, bursting with confidence since he had his sword, “leave Durgia alone!”
“He's not hurting me, Amis,” Durgia said, “we were just playing.”
She leaned nearer to Fulk and he smirked and put his hand over her waist, watching Amis turn a ferocious and angry red.
“There's a bruise around your neck,” Amis sulked, “a man shouldn't treat a woman in such a way, it's abominably cruel.”
“I don't need your rescuing,” Durgia said, sharply, “I was on my way to my father's and had a mind to pay a visit. Come with me and forget about Fulk, I'll take you to the barn and teach you a few lessons.”
Durgia winked at him and Amis went red,  from exertion or flushing it was hard to be sure. It made his sickly pallor stand out all the more when it returned.
“Not feeling so well, are we?” Fulk said.
“Who cares about it, then?” Amis snapped.
“I care because in two days time that graven boneyard hill has both our names to climb,” Fulk snarled.
“I'll be fine,” Amis insisted, “I always am,”
The man had said it as his thin chest heaved and Fulk had been a smidgeon concerned that his business partner, the only one who he could really convince to swing his sword at the right man when things went pear shaped, was perhaps not long for this world in his state. But it really hadn't been the flesh that had been dying, Fulk could understand it now. It had been his soul worn away by a constant fear that some creeping nightmare was ready to crawl from the dark and snatch him away, back to that cloistered tower.
Terror as a child never left a man, Fulk had it figured. It hadn't ever left Amis and it certainly had never left himself. When he slept he could still smell the sewers of Micidea and hear the angry words behind closed doors and feel the snapping belt of a tutor's punishment against his cut palms for misspelling a word. It was all the same, when it came down to it. Devils and monsters and evil men. Both waiting to burst from the shadowy corners of the mind and gob on a man's life. Fairy tales were a comfort with their tidy ends, explainable situations that worked properly and left little of the random horror Fulk found himself faced with on particularly bad days digging open graves, whose maws were like a craggy mouths waiting to eat up anyone who came by. Death was ever present and Fulk wanted the most he could scrounge from life before he was hacked to pieces by it; notions like that led him to manipulate the man with the impressive sword swipe to do something worthwhile and not the half arsed whims Amis was so fond of that were bred into him by his miserable would-be parents. But that had almost led no where, and here they were trapped in a keep with a dead noble, a wiped out village and who knows what else scratching behind the walls.
Leaning over Amis, Fulk pressed his hand against his thin, pale chest and realized with some fear that the heart that had once beaten inside had gone still. It was the eyes that gave it away, half lidded and glassy, the way only the dead could be. Fulk sat at the desk with the mirror again and saw the man's reflection in it and tried to consider what the order of things might be now.
“Some can still walk during the day and act as ordinary men, others are like him. Weak to the dawn.”
The voice from nowhere shocked him and Fulk jumped up from the desk only to be confronted with Lord Guain looking very much alive, though a bit bruised and bloody.
“I loathe competition,” Lord Guain said.
Before he could react, Lord Guain smashed Fulk in the head with his own mace and everything after that moment went dark.




VII

It was some time before Amis cam back to himself. He felt something warm being poured down his throat and then dizziness set in and he woke up feeling like bricks had been laid on every limb. Blearily and with some difficulty, he tried to lift his head.
“It's difficult to know how much refined opium to use,” Lord Guain said, “the body changes so much during these things, I may have given him a stronger dose than I should have. Did you know that they called Garstwren a vampyr in the northern countries because of his taste for blood? All his kin had the same predilection for stealing life from other creatures and they say in other corners of the world, there were vampires that weren't related to his illustrious line who did the same. But despite the decades I've spent searching the world for any proof, I've never found a trace of them. However, even outside the vampire legends Garstwren himself was special; he could only sup on the blood of his fellow vampires and not those who still lived and walked as ordinary men. It's a rather striking difference to the traditional tales, I wonder what he did to himself to have such strange tastes? Perhaps, he too gave himself over to the devils for their secret knowledge and that was the price he had to pay in doing so.”
Blinking several times, Amis felt a rug under his finger tips and noticed the warmth coming from a lit fireplace next to him. The gaudy plaster crumbling from the walls gave away where he was; the great hall.
“So it is Gessetto,” Fulk said.
The voice was so welcome to hear that Amis could have cried from relief.
“Yes,” Lord Guain said, “that is my real name. Although I've enjoyed playing Lord for the past few years even if Garstwrot lacks in civlized niceties.”
“If you are him, master alchemist or no,” Fulk said, “how the hell did you become young again?”
Amis got up on his hands and thought he had to have been dreaming. While Lord Guain's fine white clothes were stained with blood, he sat at the table with a goblet of wine looking very much alive and very much himself. Fulk unfortunately, hadn't fared as well and was strapped to a chair with heavy chains Amis recognized from the dungeons. The blood that ran over Fulk's face was alarming but he seemed alert despite the bruise across his brow.
“While all manner of legend exist concerning blood and all its properties,” Lord Guain said, “it was the blood of Garstwren that was the only real cure for my troubles. I opened his tomb and scraped a few flakes some years ago when I had visited Count Castille but it took another decade of study before I understood its properties.”
“And a lot of dead animals,” Fulk said, “and children, I suspect.”
“Oh, very many,” Lord Guain said with a half smile, “and so many failures. When I had my first success, it would only last for a few days which was extremely disappointing. I was resolute however and refused to give up, the change had to be permanent to be convincing. It was only when I finally returned after escaping my brother's tower for the second time that I knew the land was the important element I had been lacking and the real secrets were sealed away in the keep itself. So with some help from the crag's astonishing denizens and, yes, Amis I can see your fearful expression in the fire light the ones you've met are in fact real, I regained an image any man could be proud of. Then I made my way to the keep and seduced Lady Anna with an offer she couldn't refuse.”
“Someone got wind of your experiments early on,” Fulk said, “that explains why Amis was dumped on us.”
“One of Castille's old servants must have recognized me when I was walking through the fens collecting herbs before I had met with my first success,” Lord Guain said, “the terror that went through Fairfax Castle must have been prodigious enough to abandon any prior plans for Garstwrot keep's inheritance.”
“That still doesn't explain the how,” Fulk said, “even if devils do exist, I've never heard of anything on earth that could change a man like that.” 
“Trust me when I say such diabolical things come with steep prices,” Lord Guain said, “and certain costs even I find hard to pay. It's far easier to steal what you want than empty one's pockets when you don't have the coinage, wouldn't you say grave master? Spells and blood sacrifice are only half of what I owe, the rest will have to come later when I feel more charitable. It's an unfortunate fact as half the artifacts of Garstwren are behind that blocked up wall by the library, it was my study.”
Fulk had gone rather white at this admission and looked quite frightened by it and Amis certainly felt the same. So he hadn't been dreaming, not exactly, and there had been real devils living in the crag. But where are they now, was his only frightful thought.    
“Did you shut up the rooms before or after you killed Lady Anna,” Amis asked in a trembling voice.
“Ah, Amis, the rightful heir of Garstwrot what an asinine question to ask but I'll humor your curiosity seeing as you're very dear to me. Oh, and keep the ring plucked off my finger as a gift. I'm not fussed about it though it was supposedly worn by Garstwren himself, there are many others in my personal collection for me to choose from. As for the Lady Anna, those rooms were shut up a bit before,” Lord Guain said, with a charming smile, “she caught me at the well one night and all I had to do was convince her to walk with me into the hall by the sarcophagus and that was that. She was extremely kind but a very, very stupid woman. Do you know what the main exports of Lorix are? Sheep and cheese made from the cattle who so resemble the sort of men that live there. Not Elaine's best and brightest to be sure.”
“Is Amis one of your devilish tricks then,” Fulk said, “he should be dead but he's not.”
“I'm not dead!” Amis insisted, then faltered because he really wasn't sure what was what, any longer.
At least his limbs were coming back to life, and though still sluggish he could manage to sit himself up without feeling like he was going to be sick.
Lord Guain smiled a strange, whimsical smile and held his wine glass up to the candle sitting on the table.
“In a manner I suppose he is technically deceased,” Lord Guain said, “for it was said in a druid's tale that the weakest bloodlines of Garstwren would only show their true natures once they had passed at least one mortal death. I knew the heir of Garstwrot must be nearby when I heard about the boy in the tower. In Lady Fairfax's panic, she wouldn't have thought to do anything else but clumsily hide him in the town. So I poisoned every well I could and waited. I'm sorry about the half-cut hair Amis, it may be permanent for whatever dies remains the same, forever.”
Reaching up to touch the blunted ends, Amis shook his head in disbelief.
“If the water was poisoned,” Amis said, “then how is Fulk still alive?”
“That is a very good question,” Lord Guain said, turning his gaze on Fulk, “it's one I've puzzled over for quite some time. It's true that Garstwren's blood is poisonous to most but there were a few who were brought into his get by his veins alone. One of the requirements that would meet such a selection was said to be a guilt so terrible and so deep that the one who suffered it was on the very verge of madness. So, grave master, I ask what haunts you so greatly that only the blood of a monster could ever tame it? For you must know, it's only a matter of time before death finds you and crosses you off his list for eternity and the taste of blood on your lips will become as agreeable as Amis would find drinking yours.”
There was a shadow that fell over Fulk's face that Amis would never forget, it was so cold and so Stygian in its casting that it was the sort of thing one would expect to find in the deepest pits of hell. When it cracked, Fulk confidently set his gaze at Lord Guain and grinned his skull headed smile.
“I can't say that I suffer from any such thing as guilt,” Fulk said, “but I think if we two had to stand before an executioner I know who Amis would step in for. So, maybe seeing as Garstwren and my little friend here are related that might have something more to do with it than any fancies or assumptions made by yourself. Seeing as you had to steal his blood to make anything of it and toil for months and months and all I had to do was take a single swig of rotten water and the deed was done.”
Lord Guain laughed, a handsome tinkling sound but he was obviously annoyed by Fulk's words.
“What a serpent of a man. Someday he'll know the truth of you, grave master,” Lord Guain said, “and it will make him pale for all the cruel knowledge that comes with it. I shall tell you plainly Amis, that this man is not your friend-”
“And you're not his!” Fulk snapped, “he's no Lordly person, he's the pitiful Gessetto! The crooked hunchback of Carbone's tower! It was pity that forced Carbone into shutting this murdering madman inside his tower instead of seeing through his well deserved execution, because even if Gessetto were mad he was still Carbone's brother. Fortune can cover a man in gold and silks all it likes but the soul will still be rotten as a month old corpse and he's an evil so grim that the graves I've dug and all they've been filled with wouldn't even shake a stick to the horrors he's committed.”  
“My back is STRAIGHT!” Lord Guain shrieked with such volume, the glass on the table shook.
Lord Guain was panting, his face a tormented and twisted picture so very ugly and lovely all at once.
“You know nothing. Nothing! Not of the darkness of the mines beneath the gleaming cities of Elaine and drinking from the poison wells until the flesh on your limbs nearly rots off from sickness. Not the sounds of women screaming over stillborn children and infants hobbling down shafts breaking themselves on the rocks, barely surviving and crying for weeks until no one comes to save them and they die. I saw Carbone through it all, rescued him as a child from the same place. Gave to him all my teachings, until he became one of the greatest masterminds this world has ever known. Because of me! My brain, which is the greatest intellect in all of Hircea. I crawled alone in the dark for years and this is my light grave master, this place and all who dwell in it. I shall see every noble house brought to ruin, except for the one I've chosen to love, and Amis will rise and reach new heights of villainy with my help!”
Fulk began laughing, ugly and flat.
“He's not like you, my lord,” Fulk said, “for all his frightful sword swinging, he's too good a man to follow your lead in anything and far too stupid to be taught any scheming arts. Not particularly useful, our Amis but he is very loyal to anyone he loves and you went and killed his girl and his cat in one fell swoop. I'd wager he likes you a little bit less for that one.”
The most horrendous expressions twisted across Lord Guain's handsome face, his ire growing. Yet, Amis could see Fulk twisting slightly in his chair, he was somehow trying to pick the locks. Thinking that at any moment Lord Guain would crack and kill them both in a fit of madness, Amis shuffled in the pocket of his fine clothes and pulled free the little golden book he had stuffed there. He needed a distraction, some way to give Fulk the time he needed to escape and himself time to get his sword. If there was one thing Amis could count on, it was Fulk having mind to live another day no matter what the cost.
“I may not be very smart but I know something valuable when I see it. I don't suppose you'd be interested in this, my lord,” Amis said, “in exchange for the life of my- well, I wouldn't call him a friend exactly.” 
Lord Guain's frantic eyes fell on the gilt little book and Amis knew the man was nearly struck down with desire for it.
“That is a copy of Garstwren's diary-” Lord Guain's eyes were rapt on the book, “give it to me.”
“No,” Amis said, “you know what, maybe Fulk isn't that much of a friend after all. I don't think I have need of any books.”
“Amis,” Lord Guain said, rushing towards him, “give it here, now. You have no idea how to read it or what's in its pages. Only that book knows when the thirst for blood might strike you beyond your control, or what strange powers you've been given! I can tell you but only me, it's an impossible, ancient poetic language, like nothing else! It would offer the most spectacular story-”
“I'm not fond of stories,” Amis said, “and poetry is a bore.”
Just as Lord Guain lunged for it and Amis rushed towards the fire and threw the little book into the flames.
“NO! What have you done!” Lord Guain roared.
He rounded on Amis and grabbed him close while his features contorted into such a frightful distortion Amis felt himself grow limp with fear. For once, Amis felt he was seeing the real Gessetto, the twisted madman and not the Lord.
“The truest monster here is you,” Amis said, his voice quaking, “and the keep belongs to me not some made up Lord. I decide who lives and dies inside its walls!”
With a hard slap, Amis was sent sprawling onto the floor.
“Oh, shut up yourself,” Lord Guain said, “I shouldn't expect less from such a stunted child.”
Amis breathed raggedly, assured in his heart that what he had done was right even if it might end him in the doing. The heavy lethargic feelings were beginning to pass. Soon he would regain his strength and by that time he was sure of it, Fulk would have undone his chains.
“Since you have stolen the truth from me, I'll be kinder and return one to you. You were kept apart from all the other children in order to raise you as a fool,” Lord Guain said, “and it's clear they've done their work well but no one has played you more than the grave master and that stupid girl you professed to love.”
“Don't you dare,” Fulk shouted, “let him have his ignorance!”
“Keep that forked tongue in your mouth,” Lord Guain said, “it's only fair he should know what he's done and understand the truth of it. I want him for once in his life to see the world for what it is and not what his relatives told him. They despised you Amis and wished you dead and all you can whine about is how much you miss them. And you didn't even have the decency to kill them when they betrayed you. So listen now and feel because here is the truth of where your ignorance has led you.”
“Damn you!” Fulk shrieked.
Amis struggled to his feet, he could feel a swirl of anger growing in his stomach. Wasn't Lord Guain lying to him? It was all he did. Lie after lie about everything, especially that Lord Guain had felt anything like love for him.
“Think back to your childhood alone and shoved aside while all your siblings gained money and fortune while you, the best swordsman this land and probably the entire country has ever seen was in borrowed armour and a lame horse.  And all the people of the town, encouraged by Martin of course who couldn't trust a soul unless you got found out, forced to keep away. Why then would a pretty wench like your beloved Durgia ever spend a moment with you, except to gain something by the doing? Her father was friends with yours from long ago, they fought next to each other in the first successive war. It would only take a very small slip for Durgia to find out that you were born of noble blood and I will give her some benefit here, she was certainly cleverer than most. Her aspirations to succeed would have only been tempered by her superstitious fears, crippled as she was by her lowly birth and education.” 
“Don't speak about her like that!” Amis shouted.
“Oh? Why not?” Lord Guain said, mockingly, “She used you, Amis. She borrowed your love and wished for a child who might inherit all that gold she fancied was waiting for you in Garstwrot keep. She thought you were going to die, Amis, that you'd be dead and there would be an empty claim. Even if she were to get married to someone else years later, a bastard child guaranteed a sure connection to lands and prosperity but her little scheme went awry.”
“For pity's sake,” Fulk said, “stop here, say no more.”  
“Ah but Amis' lover had no pity for him did she,” Lord Guain said, “So what did you do to earn the ire of the town, tell us both again.”
“I-,” Amis started, he swallowed thickly, “I killed an infant.”
“Who did it belong to besides our charming woman?” Lord Guain said.
“I don't know,” Amis said, “It could have been anyone's! She was well loved!”
“Think harder!” Guain shouted, “Is there no one it might have been?”
“No! I don't know!” Amis shouted back.
“The infant was three months old,” Lord Guain said, “it takes nine months to gestate. Twelve months ago it was a chilly Spring same as now, certainly the kind of day one does find a warm place to lay together during a clandestine affair. Are you following?”
Amis said nothing, he couldn't. His bile rose in his throat and he nearly choked on it, they had been in the barn at that exact time.
“She must have seen those terrible eyes,” Lord Guain said, “those awful hideous eyes in her own child and realized the legends about Garstwrot had some truth, filled with terror she would have gone to her father. Her father would have known straight away what had happened and then, Martin would too and the presence of a child would have been most dire to a lordship so deep in secrecy. Perhaps they were already planning to kill the infant when you went out into that barn that night. Suffice to say, the poor girl panicked. One thing to have a noble's bastard son but quite another to have birthed the spawn of satan. So she made you-”
“She didn't make me,” Amis said, “she asked me.”
“She made you kill,” Lord Guain said, “your very own son. You've become the monster they always thought you were and no one will ever love you for it, except for me.”
Lord Guain hurled a goblet in frustrated anger, Amis only heard the loud clang as it hit the floor. He couldn't think, he couldn't hear anything but the strangled sound of his own breathing. It was a lie. It must have been. It was-
It was-
She had looked so sad and so afraid. Her eyes had been so upset but most of all, she had pitied him.
She had pitied him.
She had to have known.
“And that is the problem with this brat,” Lord Guain said, “he can only think in straight rows. Goodness knows how he got this far, they could have poisoned him with a basket of sweets and stolen Garstwrot for all it was worth and saved themselves the trouble. Was burning that book worth it, Amis? Now Garstwren's writings are lost unless we can find a copy and the devil knows where those might be, in all my years I've never heard of a single one surviving.”
“Did you know,” Amis said, voice a raw whisper.
Fulk ceased his squirming and sat very still. He closed his eyes but briefly and opened them again.
“I had some idea, yes,” Fulk said, “I knew if an infant still lived you'd want to take him with you even if Durgia was afraid of him. She'd wanted that at first but I talked her out of it. If she'd left the baby with you then we'd never have made it beyond Garstwrot's walls, you're useless at everything but killing, what sort of father might you have been?”
“What does it matter what I'd have been,” Amis said, “it was MINE!”
Some terrible sound issued from Amis throat, a rattle that began in the windows and seemed to vibrate out into the stones themselves. A horrific, blood curdling scream.
Unbelievably, since Amis' body was so thin, he picked up the entirely of the banquet table and hurled it at them both. It narrowly  missed Fulk who kicked his chair backwards out of the way but the edge clipped Lord Guain's side, who yelped in pain. The table hit the plaster walls and cracked them into pieces, they fell to the ground in a tremendous crash. Lord Guain was struggling to stand, still in pain but the sound that issued from Amis made him scramble onto all fours. It took a moment to see what Amis' terrified eyes were seeing. Above Lord Guain's head there was a stone creature, a giant bat with mouth open and eyes agape and wide, as though something had at one time been filling their empty sockets. From its mouth issued the most horrible, red stain dried into a copper color all the way across the floor. 
The ground began to rumble and then to shake but it wasn't coming from the earth this time. Shouts went up from downstairs and then the most atrocious bang followed.
“Think we've got some company arriving,” Fulk said.
“The Baroness!” Lord Guain burst out, “damn, damn! She won't have Garstwrot it's mine!”
Amis had been shocked to stillness his eyes gone wide, the bat was the same he had seen his dream in all its lurid ferocity and the sounds, so like what he had heard it made his gut twist.
With a painful grip Lord Guain grabbed Amis and began hauling him roughly through the hall until they reached the library. Amis struggled and writhed but his arm was around him so tight it felt like it was cracking his ribs. He glanced back and saw Fulk had finished using a glittering, gilt hairpin to pick his chains and opened them just in time to crawl away.
“Monster!” Amis shouted, hitting Lord Guain, “murderer! Bastard!”
More worrying was Lord Guain's iron grip that threatened to crack his bones it was so tight.
“Call me whatever you like,” Lord Guain said, “but I won't let you leave, not now!”
Shoving Amis roughly against the shelf while yanking one of the red leather books, Amis felt the wall go out behind him.
“They'll not have you,” Lord Guain said, “not ever.”
Lord Guain bit Amis' lip, drawing blood.
The stones felt liquified and vanishing and Lord Guain's twisted, greedy expression vanished until all he saw was plunged into a startling blackness.
Pressing his hand to his bleeding mouth, Amis could only feel the cold stones under him and feel the walls shake. Dawn was weakening him until he had all the strength of a kitten. Red glass was above him shining its light and he thought, in the crimson shadows as dawn crept over the glass, he could see the shadow of a great beast looming over him. Then unconsciousness took him and he knew no more.
When Amis woke up, he could hear himself weeping. Tears were on his face that he didn't remember shedding but his sick heart told him why. All the struggle and heartache and Durgia's pitying eyes and Fulk's horrendous role in all of it. He rubbed his eyes as he sat up and realized his hallway was painted a lurid red by the stained glass at the end of it. Moving closer to the glass he realized bits of it had been broken. He poked a finger through a loose piece, sending it tumbling down into what he recognized as the courtyard.
There were two knights standing on the grass holding the banner of a fiefdom he had never seen. It was a thistle and a crow, looking foreign in design. Another two knights came into his view who were dragging Nethir by his arms towards a stump.
“Shall we?” they asked a personage outside of his view.
An older woman's voice replied, “if he wants to make it difficult, so be it.”
“Please,” Nethir begged, “it was a terrible mistake. The tower was supposed to keep him in Elaine that was the agreement-”
“Silence Carbone,” the woman said, “there are enough crimes from your end to fill as many books as your brother's. None of you are free from guilt and no court in Adelaide would ever convict me of any wrongdoing.”
“Stop this,” Nethir pleaded, “you have enemies don't you? I can help you hunt them down, just let me put him back in his prison where you can trust he'll remain this time!”
“Who would ever trust in your poisoned words,” the Baroness said, “blood for blood. He killed my daughter, it's only fair I kill the next of the kin.”
“No!” Nethir shouted, as he was forced to lean over, “this is a pagan place! It's Garstwren's kingdom! Let me have a proper Godly execution on Christef's ground!”
The Baroness sounded resolute, “you deserve whatever hell may come to you. Ready, executioner?”
Another knight stepped forward with a sword, he readied his stance as Nethir screamed and pleaded all on deaf ears.
Amis staggered backwards and tried not to look but he could still hear. He clapped his hands over his ears and scrunched his eyes shut but it was useless.
The sound of flesh breaking was loud and Nethir's screams rang out, until nothing sounded at all but faint gurgles. It had not been a clean death, it had taken several agonizing strokes. Stepping back from the window Amis had no idea what to do. His sword was in some other room, Fulk was likely very far away and Lord Guain was finally answering for his multitude of crimes and he...could trust no one.
But there was the hallway and even though the stench of corpse was ever more apparent, Amis knew if he could get down through the winding path he might have a chance of getting his sword back and of escaping. Carefully he wandered the darkened halls and felt the rough stones along the wall but after one particularly sharp turn that led to a dead end, he realized what he was exactly looking at; the plaster wall behind his fireplace. It looked old and damp and put up roughly. After pressing his ear to it, he realized he could break through if he tried, so he put his knees to it and used the stones to brace him. After some difficult pushes it fell out in a great, shattered lump. Amis popped through in a similar fashion and found himself sprawling on the floor.
It was very quiet and very, very still. All the commotion downstairs lent an air of emptiness to the upper solar and the plaster walls, though lurid with their colours, were starting to peel away. It was as if all the illusions of the place were breaking like a witch's spell and he whispered to himself, as only he could hear it.
“Garstwrot keep is mine.”
Pressing his hands to his mouth, he nearly choked on his acknowledged wealth. After all the struggles and his difficulties, there was something in the world left for him. His strange inheritance and surely, though it might be frightening, it was something worth fighting for.
His strength lay under the bed and Amis took it, his great sword. And quietly, he crept back through the fireplace and into the darkened hallway. As he walked with his sword in his hand he realized the inner windows had no reach into the outside courtyard beyond their edges but light was still coming in, a dark and sinister red. Amis swallowed his fear and kept moving, feeling and hearing whispers in the dark he dared not think about or give voice to. It was then he realized that behind the tapestries were hidden doors and Lord Guain's words came back to him.
Don't touch the tapestries, they're worth more than your heads...
The passages were there, all there hidden behind them. He pulled one door gently open with his left hand and saw the backside of the tapestry in the great hall, the one with the unicorn's hunt on it. 
The great hall was a catastrophe of broken plaster and shattered furniture but the table had been righted and Lord Guain was chained to one of its elaborate chairs in the shackles he had rescued from the keep's own dungeon. He was visibly distressed and had a damp face that was rather incongruous with the blood stained shirt he was still wearing and torn leggings.
“Why the tears for Carbone,” the Lady said, “You certainly hadn't shed any for my daughter when you helped her to her end.”
“If you lived the hell that I did,” Lord Guain said, “you'd realize what a friend can mean who has suffered through the same.” 
The Baroness was an older woman who resembled Lady Anna just a little in the face but it was her strange conical hat covered in gauze that draped around her heavily powdered features that gave her away as a foreigner. Her elaborate dress was a lurid red and blue, the mourning colors of Adelaide.
“I know suffering, Gessetto,” the Baroness said, “and it's here you'll meet your end. I'll be sure to throw your body into the crag where you belong, the darkest part of the kingdom where light shall never touch it for a thousand years.”
Several knights stood and shuffled nervously and the executioner looked impatient to wield his sword. Amis crept from behind the tapestry slowly, sword in hand. He knew it would be difficult but he could make some work out of these men before they had a chance to overcome him. The light from the candles sputtered and flickered and made his sword shine ever brighter. That was when Lord Guain saw him and curiously cocked his head. The Baroness followed his gaze until she looked as if her eyes weren't seeing what she saw.
“You,” the Baroness said, her eyes as if she'd seen a ghost, “out of Fairfax tower, I see.” 
The wracking sound meant that Lord Guain had tried to escape his chair but had failed and remained fast strapped to it.
“Ah, how delightful. You've finally arrived, Amis,” Lord Guan said, placidly, as if he wasn't strapped tight to a chair, “may I introduce the Baroness of J'Andeux, a woman who was most interested in your death.”
“I only wanted to know,” the Baroness said, “if the keep was mine or not. I paid that spindly lout for proof but I see he only managed to cut your hair and not your neck.”
“Fulk's not like that,” Amis said, “he doesn't do work he finds annoying or cowardly. And you probably didn't pay him near enough to do in a man who could cut someone in half.”
“You little fool!” the Lady shrieked, “What a stupid thing you've done in coming here! If you knew what I knew about Garstwrot you'd have stayed away!”
“I won't deny Lord Guain is a horrible man who deserves whatever comes to him,” Amis said, “but this isn't your keep.”
The knights stepped forward but the Baroness halted them. Amis smiled wickedly at her, his sword arm as still and strong as ever.
“I didn't know anything because no one told me,” Amis said, advancing, “and it won't take me much to cut you lot down and take back my land.”
“Cease!” the Baroness said, “Stop advancing and I'll tell you something worth more than this mad liar's ramblings. I know the arm you have because I've seen it before on a woman who swept through my town many years ago. That's right boy, I knew your mother.” 
Amis hesitated, his sword ached to cut flesh but he couldn't deny his burning desire to know anything, anything at all about the woman who bore him.
“Your father was a Muitanish fop,” the Lady said, “his skin dark as a nut put to flame. His name was Qays and all his countrymen considered him mad. Your mother was thin and pointed in the face, a haggard creature that was born weak and sickly. But she had a secret skill with the sword very much like your own. When her arms went back you'd hear the bones crack and pop and she could cut a man in half despite her thin and wastrel form. Their end was an unhappy one; your father betrayed your mother and left her for dead to be dismembered by a mob and he was burned as a heretic by his own kin but worst of all they had both been running from a most determined order of knights. And the very ones who chased them will no doubt come for you as soon as they get word a man of Garstwren's blood is still alive. If you let me help you, I can prevent it from happening again.”  
“Don't listen to her Amis,” Lord Guain said, his voice a smooth and pretty thing in all the darkness the world was unfolding, “it's not entirely the truth as I'm the only one who knows it. Your father didn't betray your mother but she had been undone by one of her most loyal servants who made a very foolish misstep. The man you've come to know only recently as Martin, your step-father. He would have done anything to protect you to make up for his idiotic mistakes and so he did his worst to keep everyone away because nobles like the lovely Baroness, would have struck you down to have Garstwrot for their own long before any erstwhile knights would have set foot upon this shore.”
“You make yourself sound so noble,” the Baroness said, “when you're anything but. This man married my daughter and killed her to gain her treasury of books and nothing more. You should have seen him as he was, an ugly hunchback with a scarred face and unequal arms who plied roses and sweet poetry on those unfortunate enough to know him. But his words were just as smooth and lovely then as they are now and my idiot child was besotted. She was a creature made of words and not always of sense, I resent I never beat her enough as a child to teach her to obey her parents.”
“The daughter who wasn't born from love but an arranged marriage that you grew tired of and paid a clever poisoner to end. She wept for her father, did you know that? It piles up like the gold from the mines, doesn't it? All of the nobility's disgusting sins,” Lord Guain said, “measured like sand running through an hour glass.” 
“And what gives you the claim to innocence,” the Baroness said, “who gives you the ability to judge?”
“I never claimed innocence only genius,” Lord Guain said, “for you need me more than ever, Amis. I am the smartest man you will ever meet and this woman and those born into such riches could never hope to reach the lowland heights of my intellect. For all their cries of god blessed superiority, they have never once seen through me. No noble has earned a single thing but my great disdain, cut down this woman Amis she hasn't earned your pity.”
“This man,” the Baroness said, her rage causing her to shake, “was a child born in a mine who grew up to hate all those superior to him.”
“And it was that mine that twisted my body so,” Lord Guain said, “the blood of your daughter is a fair price for a life made of pain.”
Between the two there was no one who could be considered worse or better but their attestations chilled him. The town and all who had dwelt in it were dead, all questions he could have asked of his father had vanished into dust. But the decision who to champion was not to be his, suddenly the walls of Garstwren's ancient keep began to rattle, thunderously from the coming of an army's worth of feet.
“My god,” the Baroness said, crossing herself, “it's the Kings of Elaine, they've struck out early!”
The knights in their gleaming armor began to shift, unsettled their heads moving to and fro as if to try and point out the source of the sound. But it was no use, the throngs were at the gates and the Baroness  knew very well that as she had forced her way in with much smaller numbers, it would be quick work with such a swell to move the massive gates wide open.
In a matter of moments, bedlam would break through.
“Run!” the Baroness said, “we'll regroup and return later!”
It was with surprise that Amis saw that smoke was billowing through the halls as if there was a fire and the clatter of armor was getting loud. No matter what evil power flowed through his veins a knight in armor with a sharpened sword was no weak thing. Three men turned the corner and shouted when they saw him. Amis stood his ground while holding his sword and tilted his chest hearing his bones creak and crack.
The three men clattered forward  with their swords drawn and Amis had to dive and sweep his arm under and upwards so they wouldn't chop off his arm as they swung down.
It was bloody and terrible. One half a man thudded to the ground and Amis went through the other just as quick, like butter. The last man let out a cry and rushed forward. The struggle that ensued was tremendous; this was a cleverer knight who had used his head to crash into Amis' chest taking his balance and twisted them both around. His sword was poised over Amis' neck ready to strike.  But Amis had supernatural gifts and even when he could feel his bones creak from the strength he still swung his sword from an impossible position on the ground. It went between the man's legs and cut him from below all the way through his skull, parting each piece like a cut pie.
Blood rained down and offal and every foul thing a human body could produce. Amis heard himself shout, he scrambled to his feet. He looked back in sick horror at what he had done. It wasn't an ordinary battle of blood and honor, it was repugnant. Chopped up men that looked like butchered pigs. Staggering backwards through the great hall, Amis ran into a retinue from both sides that surrounded him.
The muffled voice shouted from behind the helmet, “this land belongs to King Edgen! Stand down, knave!”
“To King Hune!” the other group of knights shouted, “stand down, or face death!”
A cheer rose up between them and Amis decided that there was no clear path to victory as both side wanted the keep for their own. When twelve men were gathered with swords and maces, they'd as soon cut off his head as bash it in and that was a death Amis didn't want to try recovering from, if he could, which he had no assurance of.
“This is my tower!” Amis shouted, “And I answer to no king!”
This began a roiling anger that spread through the ranks. The men began to run forward around the table, cornering Amis and making sure there was no escape. But as soon as they had gathered a door from the kitchen burst open and flames licked up the curtains violently, like hounds released from their enclosures. The kitchen barfed flames and from them a spindly man burst through with singed hair carrying a crooked scythe.
“Shut up, Amis,” Fulk said, “I broke open the room, the devil's gone free! Run Amis, you idiot, run!”
The first man ran forward and Fulk with his scythe above his head and with gleeful delight brought it around with such force, the man sprayed his guts as he was stabbed. The body twitched on the ground and writhed, the scythe had been heated in the fire and it wasn't the reflection of the flames that made it red.
“It's my keep,” Amis said, “we have to defend it!”
“Stop that fool talk,” Fulk said, “let's go and hope our shadows never darken Garstwrot again!”
“But it's mine!” Amis insisted.
“Trust me, I've seen what's been shut up behind those walls,” Fulk said, “it's not worth it!”
Fulk hauled him forward with his one free arm by the collar of his shirt. Amis could do nothing but hope to fight his way beyond the throng that was encircling them.
“For the King of Elaine!” one knight shouted.
They all clattered and clamored and were struck down by Fulk's burning scythe and Amis' sword. They both had to fight for it, though Fulk's height was a clear advantage. He used his long legs to kick a knight or two on their backside and climb over them. Amis found himself diving between their legs and swinging up, meeting the  point where the armor met cloth and cutting human meat. But Fulk was a wild swinger with no formal training beyond the most basic every village man endured. His cuts were lethal, wild and came mercilessly. He cackled as they fell while Amis screamed as hot blood spattered over his face and hoped the strength in his arms would hold out.
In the grand hallway, they managed to beat back their enemy but now they were rather stuck. They darted into the side entrance and leaned up against the stones.
“Did you set the fire in the kitchen,” Amis demanded.
“I told you I cracked open that room upstairs,” Fulk said, “trying to gain the upper hand after the Baroness ran off. That thing was well pissed off at being locked up, and tried to roast me like a pig but I managed to get away.” 
“I'll not be part of Baroness' schemes,” Amis shrieked, “The tower is mine, mine!”
“Stop lying to yourself!” Fulk said, “you don't know the first thing about being a Lord or of taking care of anyone. Stop trying to be good! It neither benefits or suits someone so twisted up as you.”
“Shut up!” Amis shouted, “My son may be dead but the keep still survives! The heir of Garstwrot still lives!” 
“The only thing Garstwrot was ever good for was drawing in knaves and murderers,” Fulk said, “and now the trend has been bucked. They've got a lunatic.”
“I'm not insane, I'm angry!” Amis insisted.
“It's not you I'm of thinking of!” Fulk shouted back.
Above them Amis saw something very strange creeping along the ceiling, it was like a human shape made of dark ash but moved in a way no human ever could.
“What's that?” Amis said.
“Saint Christef save us!” Fulk said.
He dragged Amis further down the stairs away from the strange shape creeping along the turning hallway.
Panting and sweating, their fine clothes ruined beyond all help by blood, the soldiers kept rushing in an almost endless number. Amis made a despairing sound. His body trembled, dawn was coming and all the supernatural strengths he possessed were drawing away with the coming day. There was a break in the ranks as more of King Edgen's men burst through and their hiding place in the cramped passage would only last so long before they had to make for the main door.
Fulk said, “how did you remain ignorant so long that something was off?”
“Because it's insensible,” Amis said, “to think someone is dead when they're walking around and very much alive.”
“You're not dead,” Fulk said, “un-dead.”
“That's a foolish word,” Amis insisted, “it makes no sense.”
“Vampire, then,” Fulk said.
“That one's even stupider,” Amis said.
Eyes closed and flickering like the flames, Amis wished he could feel anything like himself again. His body became more leaded, his thinness felt like its usual atrophy and dogged issue to his health. The remains of his sickness, the half cut hair, it was all for eternity. They had to leave before dawn took everything away from him and it was a hateful thought, he'd have to abandon the keep as there was no other way.
“Down here,” Amis said, “we'll run past them.”
Fulk didn't argue with him and they shuffled their way down the narrowing hall until they were near the bottom. But Amis felt more than heard some strange presence at their back and as they reached the doorway into the grand entrance, his fear grew.
It was like a shock of white leaped in front of them. Fulk let out a terrific shout and Amis found himself falling backwards into him. There in front of them was Durgia. Or rather, a pale woman that looked like her, half visible in the light. But then the spirit opened its mouth and cruelly laughed.
HA HA HA!
Its arms shot up in flames and Amis knew that this was in fact, what had been in the closed up room. They were looking at some form of devil. But as it was, Amis had decided that any ghosts or devils that may exist inside the keep were his. He let out a raucous shout and found himself hauling Fulk by the shirt collar and they burst through the vision, as they did it turned into a white streaming mist and when through it, Amis looked back and could see a wicked looking face that laughed at him.
There were horses wandering the grounds around their riders who were dead on the ground in their armor. Amis badly wanted to steal the plate suits but he knew it would only encumber them. He began trying to coax a horse to come near but they darted when they saw him, some terror was about them that Amis thought had to do with the evil of Garstwren that had come to bloom inside of him at night. It wasn't a boon at all, that terrible curse. It might kill them yet if they couldn't get away from the keep.
“I'm not giving you up, I've fought too long!” the sound of Lord Guain's voice was most unwelcome.
The door to the flaming keep burst open and Lord Guain emerged looking rather worse for wear; his sleeves were stained with blood and his hair was shockingly unkempt. But what came behind him was more than anything Amis ever wanted to see. It was a man, but it wasn't. It was a dark and ashen shape that flickered and weaved and had flames for a face that were making the most hideous expressions. But it could go no further than the door, it stopped at its very edges looming in its weird ferocity.
“I told you,” Lord Guain said, “I told you he's still here! The heir of Garstwrot!”
And the shadow began to burble and laugh a frightful sound. But Lord Guain emerged alone and absurdly was straightening his clothes, as if it would help the blood and madness seem less apparent.
“Fulk,” Lord Guain said, “how delightful to see you still alive.”
“Can't say the same,” Fulk said, “too bad about Carbone, paid me better than you did with half the trouble.”
“He was always a man of honor despite his ambitions,” Guain said, “unlike yourself and your disgusting father. I look forward to killing you and ending your line of perversity.”
“You're not killing him,” Amis said, drawing his sword.
“And neither will you kill me,” Lord Guain said, “because I can't die, not with this power behind me.”
“The only pervert here is you!” Amis shouted, “you killed the town and all the animals and murdered my cat! You're no better than a rabid dog!”
“I'm the only dog you need following you,” Guain said, “Fulk will abandon you as soon as you get into town, your worth is only the length of your arm to him and as soon as some greater master comes along he'll leave.”
Amis wished what he was saying was a lie but it was always there, that threat. He was only useful so long as he could swing a sword.
“After all you've done who would ever care for you if they knew the truth,” Lord Guain said.
Amis could still hear it, the wailing cry of an infant silenced. All the more terrible because now he knew exactly what he had done. His arms trembled.
“No one can love you as I could,” Guain said, “put the sword down and come to me and I'll help you take back the tower and together we can live here, like the family you so desperately wished for.”
“No,” Amis said, “I wouldn't trust you to throw you.”
“Come on!” Fulk shouted, “forget him and his mad obsession! He can live or die here, who cares what happens to him! That thing can have him!”
There was something, some mystery that Amis' mind didn't have the ability to work out. It was an intuitive belief that Lord Guain had some secret knowledge he held only in his head. What he knew Amis was sure, was something utterly essential to his own survival but better left alone for now.
“We're leaving,” Amis said, “follow us or don't, it doesn't matter. But if you darken my door with violence, I'll cut off your head and avenge the Baroness' daughter and all the village!”
When Amis had turned to run, forgoing all thoughts of horses, the sound of glass breaking assailed his ears. Fulk let out an ungainly shriek and all around the ground that marked the horses' track there was a sudden flame. It burned into a symbol through sand and grass. Amis had no idea what it meant but he could feel some heaviness inside of him growing, making him lax and stiff until he fell to his knees.
“What the hell is this?” Fulk shouted.
“I gave much to understand the workings of Garstwren,” Guain said, “Carbone's death wasn't all in vain, don't you see Amis? Blood and sacrifice no matter how cruel, all bring boons in Garstwrot keep.” 
There was indeed a terrible stain on the grass inside the circle that was a testament to the blood Nethir had shed when his head was cut off. Fulk was struggling to right Amis but was having no luck and Amis himself felt strange and blurry around the edges like a water logged vellum.
“All things evil and strange were Garstwren's lot,” Guain said, “and so he made terrible things from the blood he spilled. Supposedly he learned his skills in Scholomance, unfortunately I can't say the same. I had to steal the books from very important people.”
“Bet they left nothing of themselves behind but empty husks,” Fulk said, “come on, Amis! Get up, it's just superstition.”
But it wasn't and Amis had no such skills or learning to defend himself. His eyes kept snapping back to the stains on the ground, the poem recited in his head.
I called the powers of Garstwren's land,
From blood sacrificed unwillingly,
And bled my sorrow across its ground,
Until the earth cracked in its great span.
Amis closed his eyes.
He wished Durgia hadn't died. But she had. He had killed his own son and his blood had spilled in Garstwort. Though unintentional it had been, it was his infant sent to most dread sacrifice on Walpurg's Eve.
It was enough. It was his own blood he had shed unwillingly and his own sorrow that haunted his heart. When Amis felt the bile rise on the back of his throat he knew that whatever Garstwren's magic was, it was working. He vomited blood on the ground and it flew and splattered covering the shock white bones of the ancient horse as if it were fairies skipping on stones.
The earth began to crack open and it issued forth the pieces, like dancing on a string they began to twitch. It rose from the dirt like an eidolon in the shape of a ghostly, skeletal horse. From Fulk's mouth came the most terrific shout. But Amis knew what it was for, they had their horse now they could get out. It was all worth it, each and every death if he could save himself. The sound of Lord Guain's screams was like music to his ears, it meant that Amis had won one over on him, for now.
From the horizon came a streak of red shooting across the land. The sounds of the army was getting louder but it wouldn't matter. Lord Guain would have to retreat back into the keep, he didn't have Amis' power or Fulk's still living skin and there were devils waiting for him there. Who knew what might happen to him...
“Get on!” Amis insisted.
Fulk was understandably hesitant but when Lord Guain let out the most terrific angry shout with his mouth opened in a grimace and fangs red and angry, Fulk thought better of lingering. Amis mounted the bones and felt more right than he had in a very long time. Together they clattered off, away from Garstwren's lonely tower.
While they were riding through the breaking dawn, Amis saw a man on a great black steed approach ahead of the oncoming army, as though riding at break neck speed towards Garstwrot keep. He glanced upwards and it was with some uneasiness that Amis noticed the man was wearing a glittering black mask to match his sinister dark cloak.
“Who the hell could that be?” Fulk said.
Though he spoke confidently, Amis could feel the shake of his body against his back.
“I've no idea,” Amis said, “some knight of Elaine?”    
“No proper knight would ever look like that,” Fulk said.
High above the green grass and over the grounds they flew, horse bones clattering until dawn broke freely and the horse began to slowly slide lower and lower to the ground. They got as far as they could until the sun lit the sky and the horse collapsed into the earth, spilling Amis and Fulk over the ground.
Fulk lay panting on his back, his face a mixture of torpor and shock.
Amis tried to stand up and fell over again. It was either the dawn or the lasting effects of Lord Guain's evil spell. He had no way of knowing, not unless they ever met again.
“We're away,” Amis said, rolling over and breathing into the grass.
“Barely,” Fulk said.
“But we got out,” Amis said.
“Just,” Fulk said.
Amis tried to get up and fell over again. Nothing was listening to him, not his limbs or his head that had begun to pound.
“My eyes hurt,” Fulk said, pressing his fingers to them, “this is the start, isn't it? Damn!”
Stretching out into the grass Amis felt the horse bones between his fingers while very far away two armies fought until one became the victor.
With some difficulty, Amis felt himself being dragged by Fulk and felt the welcome shade of a tree.
“We'll stay here for a bit,” Fulk said, “then join King Hune. He won't know about it or care that we were in Garstwrot, it's the only choice we have.”
“All right,” Amis said, too exhausted to argue.
The fires of Garstwrot were put out just as a red, bloody dawn burst from the horizon and lit the bones scattered on the grass in violent colours and Amis lay still and deathly pale on the grass as any corpse.
The birds sung and light scattered over a tall, thin man with white blond hair who had pressed a hand over his mouth to keep quiet his distressed weeping. To any passer by it wouldn't seem strange, they would assume he was mourning the dead body that sat propped up next to him; a sallow skinned young man with hair black as night and shoulders far too thin whose almond shapes eyes were half lidded and staring into the bright, new dawn.
 


 




Thank you so much for reading!



If you enjoyed The Heir of Garstwrot, please consider leaving a review on amazon.  


~Sequel Coming Soon~


The King of Elaine


A new mystery awaits in Castle Medlam, the very home of King Hune. Amis thought he would find honest work in Medlam but the King has other ideas. But was King Hune unfairly ousted from his throne or is there some other dark power at work behind the castle's troubles? 


Worse still, Amis must face one of Garstwren's old companions. The demon horse of Medlam, who has a special interest in the goings on of the castle. 


More terror, mystery and fear abounds. Old friends, old enemies and a dark mystery will take you into the heart of the kingdom all the way to the Otherworld. There's more than one kingship at stake and Amis will have to use every scrap of will to come out the victor and not the spoils of a terrible war thousands of years in the making.
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