He caught the arrow with his right hand. Caught most likely isn’t the proper word for it, as the arrow had stuck fast in his palm. The force had dragged him off his feet and he knelt at the foot of the king, a look of awestruck horror on his young face. The king’s visage matched his own, and for the same reason. Both understood how close the deadly bolt had come to striking the king’s chest. Eric knew the pain was coming, but he could no more prepare for it than the condemned men forced to step out the Sky Door could brace themselves before they hit the ground far below. Through the rushing sound in his ears and his screams of agony, Eric faintly heard the king call for his physician. He felt himself being picked up, then the arrow struck one of his bearers’ legs and with a flash of pain, he knew no more.

Eric really had no business being so close to the king in the first place. To be sure, his position as assistant to Lord of the Hounds, his father, granted him access to the field of battle, but he was still little more than a water bearer. At fifteen years, Eric was almost a man. He had the blond hair and blue eyes of his father, but luckily for him, he had inherited his mother’s darker complexion. His father’s skin was forever peeling from exposure to the sun, and he usually wore a wide brimmed hat for shade. Although it was an unusual sight to see the floppy hat, no one laughed at Lord Edwin. He wasn’t particularly tall, but even through his tunic one could see the bulging cords of muscle across his back and shoulders, built from years of wrestling with the huge war dogs. 
Similar muscles could be seen growing on Eric. Working with the hounds had given him strength and endurance in combat practice the other lords’ sons could not match, although they still snickered behind Eric’s back at his well-worn gear. Although Lord of the Hounds carried prestige, Lord Edwin was a minor lord at best. The only reason the title held any import to Edwin was the opportunities it gave to his son. Commoners’ children learned the weapons of the levee, the spear, the mattock, or any farm implement that could inflict pain on the enemy. They were called ‘fodder for the crows’ and often times the label was appropriate. As a son of a lord, Eric would be taught to use a sword and shield, to ride a horse, and to command, though, in reality, his chances of putting his leadership skills to use were slim. Most likely, he would inherit his father’s title, and spend most of his time in the kennels. And that was fine with Eric.
He had drifted close to the king mostly because he was watching his father loping down the gentle slope with his war dogs in front. There were four of the beasts, and he held two stout leather thongs in each hand to restrain them. His scabbard slapped against his leg as he ran, and his shield was strapped to his back. After releasing the dogs, he could draw his sword and attack the hole the dogs created, along with the war dog handlers under his command. Even after Edwin released the dogs, he was easy to spot on the battlefield. Unlike the steel clad fighters with their triangle shields, Edwin fought in the manner of his people, who lived far to the north. His shield was round, with its handle in the center behind a disk of steel. The disk was topped with a short spike, and Edwin had pierced many breastplates with a hard thrust of his shield. His sword was shorter and broader than the fine tipped blades normally seen, little more than a sharpened steel club. 

Eric fought in a similar manner, mostly because he was left handed, and they could not afford to commission a shield for his use. Nevertheless, the style fit him well. He was particularly fond of using a scything back-cut that followed the top edge of his opponent’s shield right to the eye slot of his helmet. With the round practice swords, the blow simply caused the helmet to ring from the blow, but Eric knew with a real sword, his blow would have found his opponent’s eyes.
His father was just about to release the dogs, when Eric caught a flicker of movement to his right. Instinctively, stupidly, his father would later say, he shot his hand out to intercept the arrow. Did he realize the king’s life was in danger? He would have liked to think so, but knew better. He was simply trying to protect a countryman. If he had realized it was aimed at the king, most likely he would have frozen, and the king would be dead. For a moment, he had stared dumbly at the shaft stuck fast in his palm. This was not the cheap, often warped arrow of a common soldier. The tip was shaped like a narrow pyramid, designed for penetrating armor. The shaft was plain, but perfectly straight, and the fletching was flawlessly clipped goose feather. But for the tip, Eric would have thought it to be a lord’s hunting arrow. 
He looked past his hand to a pair of fine leather boots. His gaze traveled up past the rich armor and sable cloak, to the intense face of the king. His hair was dark brown, with a closely cropped beard. His eyes were also dark, and his face carried more scars than was normal for a king. He was well loved by his people because, unlike the past, he refused to wage war from his throne. He valued honor and valor, and was swift to punish those who acted in the face of these ideals. Eric had never been this close to the king before, and would have been shocked silent, even if the arrow had not been protruding from his hand. Almost immediately, the king turned to shout for his physician, as his royal guard, having previously thought they were far from the fighting, crowded about the king, shouting orders and blaming each other for the near-miss. But by now, Eric was on the verge of unconsciousness, his blood running down the arrow to patter on the ground.
________________________________________________________________________

Awareness returned like sap oozing from a tree in winter. Eric could hear voices, but couldn’t understand the words. He tried a few times to open his eyes, but found them leaden. It seemed that all the energy in his body was concentrated in the hole in his hand. The pain radiated like sound, and he wondered if his hand could scream of its own accord. He then realized the screams he heard were coming from all sides. Shrieks ebbed away to moaning pants of pain and exhaustion. Eric let his head droop to one side and used all the mental effort he could muster to slowly force his lids open. Blurrily, he noticed the arrow had been removed from his hand, and it was now wrapped in cloth, most likely torn from the bottom of his tunic. A wave of dizziness caused the room to spin and instinctively, he grabbed at the cot he was laying on for support. The shot of pain from his injured hand cleared his mind quite a bit, and he was able to open his eyes again without dizziness. All about him, wounded men laid in various degrees of life or death. Some, with bloody bandages about various body parts, tried to ignore their own pain and administer aid to those injured worse than themselves. Others cried piteously, stumps where useful arms and legs once resided. A few lay motionless, shallow breaths and occasional twitches the only indication that life had not yet departed. Eric had seen injury before, had seen death, but never on the scale that was all about him and bile rose in his throat. He fought the urge to vomit, and looked past the wounded men to the battlefield. He was much further away now, and could not make out any individual fighters, but the fighting had slowed considerably as it usually did after a few hours of intense combat. Gradually, he was able to sit up, then stand and walk crookedly into the sunshine. Although his hand still ached fiercely, he knew how much worse many of the warriors had been injured, and considered himself lucky. The sun was dropping low in the sky and Eric could see a great push against the enemy to break them before the sun set. After a few minutes of clashing swords and crashing shields, a cry of triumph went up, and the enemy broke, scattering into the nearby woods where they would be hunted down and captured for slaves or killed outright. 

Eric wondered where his father was, but held little fear. His father had gone to many battles and, although he took his share of injuries, had never been close to death. He knew he should head for the kennels to help his father. After a battle, the dogs needed to be tended to, their injuries bound, or if too far gone, a swift death. Even without his injury, this would be a long night. Shouts for help and the clattering of wagons, broke Eric from his reverie. The wounded from the last skirmish were being brought in, and Eric thought it best if he got out of the way. He began to walk towards the kennels, a ghost of a smile playing across his dirty face. I saved the king today! he thought to himself. Jared will never believe me!
As Eric walked away, he didn’t notice a tall man in a dark cloak watching him. His features were similar to the king’s, but a constant scowl darkened his face, and if Eric had been more aware, he would have felt the dark man’s gaze burning into his back. The dark man watched Eric until he was gone from view, and stared in his direction for quite a bit longer.
The War Council Chamber was a fit of self-congratulatory hoots and hollers, but King Alaric did not join the celebration. He never doubted the superiority of his army over Undria, his surly neighbor to the east. This scenario had been played out a number of times over the past years. Seemingly, every time King Sebastian’s doughy bride birthed another of his offspring, he vainly sought to increase his descendents’ inheritance. Each one of these half-hearted attempts had been beaten back by Alaric’s well-trained forces, and losses were always minimal. 

What did concern him greatly was the nearly successful assassination attempt, narrowly thwarted by a child he did not even know. He made a mental note to find this boy-hero and reward him appropriately. What also concerned him was, with the exception of his brother, Adamar, none of his ‘trusted advisors’ even suspected the arrow was more than an almost impossibly lucky shot. But Alaric knew all too well there were mutinous rumblings in Helmsford Hall. The great castle housed people in the thousands, more of a walled city than a single building, and whenever that number of people live in close proximity, a group will form to oust the current ruler. Through Adamar, Alaric paid informants handsomely to be one step ahead of any such plots, and to date, no serious threat had presented itself. 

Helmsford Hall’s namesake was the recognized symbol of both kingship and governance. It was a simple, rectangular building, but made magnificent by its huge stained glass windows, each depicting one of the ten Great Kings, heroic kings of legend, who Alaric was said to have descended. The walls were of smooth, grey stone, so highly polished that the commoners called the building ‘Silver Hall.’ On the rare occasions the hall was put to public use, it took four men to move the weight of the two massive front doors. Inside, the sigils of the High Houses signified those noble families with the right to approach the king with a grievance. Lesser houses must be content with the magistrates, and at least during Alaric’s reign, there were few complaints with the magistrates’ verdicts. Members of the High Houses also made up the kings counsel, with one person representing each house, for a total of twenty two. Most important decisions were brought to Silver Hall for discussion. Alaric listened to and valued the opinions of the High Houses, but there was no question that the final decision was his alone. Still, he paid much more attention to these debates than his predecessors and was considered to be a wise king in doing so. 
The meeting Alaric planned to call would not take place in Silver Hall. He could not be sure who orchestrated this last attack, but he was confident at least one of the High Houses had played a part. The quality of the arrow meant for his heart was a signal for all to see that paid attention to such things that a struggle for power was beginning, and one had better choose sides. Nor could this meeting take place in the throne room, where Alaric received guests and carried out day to day business. There were too many prying eyes. Instead, he would have to make a visit to the Mermaid’s Tail. 
Although Alaric had a queen, it was expected that the king would have ‘rendezvous’ from time to time. Although Alaric had no such desires, he was able to use these expectations to meet with his few most trusted friends without being watched. The Mermaid’s Tail was a tavern with the appropriate entertainment to maintain the appearance that was expected. It had a reputation for having the most beautiful young women, and most even had all of their teeth. The floor was reasonably clean, and the ale was top notch. Most importantly, the second story windows to the rooms where most business was conducted were high enough to prevent any prying eyes. 
Alaric flicked his hand to catch the eye of one of the pages and beckoned him forward. He reached into a pouch on his belt and pulled out 5 gold coins. 

“Deliver one coin each to Duke Adamar, Lord Simon the Moor, Sir Cedric, Master Lorik, and Father Gilchrist,” Alaric told the boy, and at the mention of the last name, his pale complexion faded to almost transparent. Father Robert Gilchrist’s formal title was Lord High Confessor. When a condemned man was to walk out the Sky Door, the last person they would see was this man, and it was said that no one could keep a secret from him. Still, the boy made no complaint, and with a curt nod to the king, he sped off to complete his task. Alaric made a mental note of the boy’s work ethic in the face of what must be a terrifying proposition, and then moved to the large table in the center of the room, where his War Counsel was gathered. He forced a smile onto his face as he raised a pewter mug filled with ale in thanks, and the men cheered their victory. It was, he had to admit, a good victory. His army was well trained and disciplined, and their losses were even lighter than usual. But the thought of that arrow kept piercing his mind, as it had almost pierced his chest, and he found it more and more difficult to maintain his smile.
_______________________________________________________________________

Despite the fact Alaric rode the street alone, dressed in fairly common-place, though well made, clothing and rode an unremarkable horse, he was quite aware that those who marked his movements with any regularity were not fooled by his half-hearted attempt at disguise. This was fine with him, because he knew any attempt to hide his movements were in vain, but it was thought appropriate for the king to make at least a token attempt at hiding the fact he was headed to a brothel. Indeed, for all the members of his inner circle, a journey of this nature was an expected occurrence, from time to time. Alaric smiled to himself at the thought that the commoners seeing Gilchrist in a house of ill repute might do wonders for his reputation. At this point, he was considered nothing less than Death incarnate and, to be honest, the tall man with his pale eyes could even make the king feel a bit uneasy.
Unlike other city-castles, Helmsford Hall’s streets were clean and relatively low in crime, save the countless street urchins lurking about the marketplaces to steal bits and pieces from the unwary. Those urchins who were caught were fortunate enough to keep the streets clean. Fortunate, that is, compared to committers of more offensive acts, who ultimately found out just how far of a drop it was out the Sky Door. Keeping the city clean was a never ending job, and the constables made sure there was a never ending supply of free labor. Three months cleaning was the normal sentence for a first offense and six months for a second offense. Third offenses rarely occurred, mostly due to the fact that you earned your ‘third brand. Thefts were notated with a hot iron bar that burned a line on the back of your hand; left hand for first offense, then right for a second offense. If you were caught a third time, the iron was held to your forehead, marking you to the entire world as an unrepentant thief. If you were still a child when you got your third brand, you would spend the rest of your days in the dark of Helmsford Hall’s dungeons. If you were an adult, you would go to see the Lord High Confessor before you stepped out the Sky Door. On the extremely rare occasion that someone with a third brand was found on the street, only the head would return to the constable as proof that any debt to society had been paid in full.
Alaric could hear the cacophony of the reveling crowd that marked the entrance to the section of town devoted to brothels, taverns, and inns, and he pulled the hood of his cloak lower to help hide his most recognizable face. The Mermaids Tail held the place of honor in the center of the Pleasure Square, as it was called. Light pored from the sturdy building’s many windows.  Anyone was welcome in the Mermaids Tail, but it was no man’s business who came and went, a philosophy that garnered immense loyalty by its more affluent patrons. This was the only place that expected and planned for patrons to be wealthy enough to ride horses, and a well-kept stable had been erected next to the original building. The stable boy gave Alaric no more than a cursory glance, too young to be awed, but old enough to recognize that lingering glances at patrons could get you fired, or worse. Base born children always grew up faster than ones of noble birth. 
The stable had an entrance separate from the main entrance, and Alaric entered quickly, his cloak still on, and his head still covered with a hood. Walking straight ahead would lead down a short hallway into the main room, where clients could have their pick of any number of beauties. Instead, the king turned left, to look dead into the chest and crossed, hairy arms of what must be, if he had believed his wet nurse’s bedtime stories, a giant. As the great arms unfolded, the king did not look up. Instead, he reached into his belt pouch and retrieved an octagonal copper coin, quite different from the ornate gold and silver coins of the area. The huge man’s hand was no sooner extended when Alaric placed the coin into the scarred calloused palm in front of him. Fingers closed and suddenly, the stairway was clear. Alaric shuddered to think of what happened to the poor soul when he failed to produce the proper payment for passage. 
The stairway was short and led to a small landing, where another short stairway traveled upwards on his right. The wall on either side of the second stairway contained a four foot high slot, perfect for raining arrows on anyone who happened to get passed the giant, who Alaric noticed had resumed his silent vigil at the base of the stairs. Looking up the next set of stairs, he could see flickers of light and the low murmur of talk, so different from the boisterous activity going on down stairs. 
“Y’Magesty!!” a voice called out, with a tone much more of friendship than of deference to a king. “It’s been too long! I was beginning to think you’d have forgotten about me!” Involuntarily, a smile crept onto Alaric’s face. Waiting at the top of the stairs was a mere wisp of a woman, her thin, grey hair piled in a haphazard bun at the top of her head. She wore the plain white blouse, red skirt and black vest of a barmaid, and she was bedecked with silver bands and bracelets. If you looked close enough, you would find that underneath the leathery skin and rheumy eyes was the face of the beautiful mermaid that graced the tavern’s sign. Through eyes that didn’t see as well as they did when she was young, Kate McBride saw more than most. She had owned the Mermaids Tail since anyone could remember, and no one could picture anyone else running the show.
“Kate, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t announce my coming to the whole square,” Alaric chided, not really expecting her to change, and fully expecting the dismissive wave of Kate’s frail arm. “You know, if you were just a bit younger, I would have made you my queen.”

“If you were a bit older, I’d have made you die with a smile on your face, Y’Magesty,” came the familiar retort. “They’re all here waiting on you, as usual.” For a man who despised ceremony, this exchange was something he never tired of. Alaric took Kate’s hand and gently kissed it. When he removed his hands from hers, Kate was wearing a new ring. It was silver, as always, this time with a pale green stone. Neither acknowledged the exchange until the king was safely in the small meeting room. After she shut the door, she held out her hand with her palm facing away from her face, admiring the simple ring. Then she carefully took the ring off, and tucked it discreetly in the pouch that was sewn into the cuff of her blouse. As with any of the king’s gifts, she would wait at least a week before she wore it in public. Kate McBride was not one to take chances.
The soft click of the door closing behind Alaric was enough for all in the room to take notice, and each reaction encapsulated the personality of its owner. Adamar abruptly cut off his conversation with Lord Simon and Sir Cedric to greet his brother with a firm handshake and a curt nod, but without a smile. Lord Simon rose from his chair and bowed with a flourish that would have been considered patronizing, but for the dark skinned man’s open and honest smiling face. Sir Cedric also rose and bowed courteously, and remained standing, ready to be commanded by his king. Master Lorik, significantly older than the other men in the small meeting room, drew away from the window he had been staring out, blinking like an owl. His look of bewilderment was mostly a ruse, for Lorik’s mind was as sharp as a razor. Only father Gilchrist remained sitting. He looked up from the book he had been reading and stared at Alaric. It was only for a moment, but the king was convinced that Gilchrist had looked into his soul and had made a judgment. Then his pale eyes dropped back to his reading, as if he was alone in the room.
