It wasn’t a city so much as an entirely new world, at least to Moira’s mind. The village outside she recognized—thatched roofs, and if the buildings were bigger than in her village, they were still inns and butcher’s shops. The ground was paved with large rocks rather than dirt, but it was still ground, and the children running about were not dressed so differently from children in her village. 


But beyond the village was another story. Brick seemed to rise up out of the ground, like some mystical creature standing on it’s own. Beyond the walls she could see just the tops of trees, other thatched villages, and golden spires that seemed to glint as brightly as the sun. Imagine, she thought, the tops of trees and they only just peek over the top of that wall!


“All right, then, that’s enough gawking,” Lord Hagen said briskly. The villagers were standing in a huddled group, each holding the reins of their horse loosely in hand. Moira snapped her mouth shut with a snap. “If we don’t head in immediately we won’t be allowed in the keep until tomorrow.”


“Why not?” Oran asked. He stared as a man and woman walked by, their hands loosely clasped together. That kind of familiarity was unheard of in the village!


“The guards close the gates,” Hagen replied off-handedly. For all his talk of haste he hadn’t taken a step forward himself. He frowned. “The banners aren’t flying,” he said, lowly. Oran opened his mouth again, but Gair quickly covered it with one callused hand. Oran had been filled with nothing but questions for the last day and a half, and Hagen had been growing steadily more irritable. Besides, Moira thought, even Oran should know about the banners.


“There’s one banner flying,” Raf said. “That must be the king’s, then. Can you imagine, Moira? A king,” his voice trailed off at the end. Moira took a half step closer, and fueled by the sight of an elderly couple linking arms, she threaded her fingers through Raf’s own. He looked down at her for a moment in surprise, but a slow smile spread across his face. Moira fought to hide one of her own. There certainly were some positive aspects to the capital.


“Excuse me, Lord Hagen,” Brigid said timidly. The nobleman turned to look at her, his mouth still twisted and bitter. “It’s just that I don’t see what it matters whether the banners are flying or not. We don’t need to see the Heir, do we?”


“Of course not,” Hagen replied. “You don’t, at least. I, on the other hand, bear important news. News which must reach the Heir as soon as possible, or the First Lord, if nothing else.”


Brigid nodded and inched her way closer to Gair. The girl’s eyes were opened wide, staring at all of the sights around them. Her husband smiled gently at her, and removed his hand from his brother’s mouth. Bad idea, Moira realized immediately, for the second he was able to, Oran began to talk again.


“I don’t understand,” he complained. “There are three banners flying. What does he mean, that they aren’t?”


“One for the king,” Raf said slowly. “And the one with the sword must be for the First Lord of Arms, but I don’t recognize the third.”


“That’s the sigil for an Archpriest,” Gair said. He flushed a little when all of the villagers turned to look at him. Moira remembered with a start that Gair had once considered joining the priesthood. Hard to imagine that now, even since Brigid had come along. 


“Well, no matter,” Hagen said, and his mouth had thinned out to a single line again, so he must have decided something. His expression still wasn’t pleasant, though. Moira shook her head. She was beginning to wonder whether the stuffy nobleman even knew how to have fun, or to have friends. “Let’s go.”


They started walked straight through the center of the village, though after a block Hagen suddenly turned right, down a larger street. They continued to twist through the city, Hagen taking turns at the last second, seemingly by chance. Moira followed, content to be in a city again, where she wouldn’t have to worry any more about wolves, or bears, or any other wild animals.


The wolves hadn’t attacked again after that first day, but they’d heard them at night. The men’s faces were all more drawn now than when they’d started out, and even Oran had developed deep bags beneath his eyes. Brigid had whispered to Moira once that they were taking turns keeping watch, which she thought was the most ridiculous thing ever. What would Oran do if he saw a wolf? Yell for help, and that was nothing she could not do herself. Yet when Moira had offered to take a shift, Hagen had just laughed at her and Gair had gently shoved her toward her bed.


But no more of that, she thought as they took another left. They would sleep in real beds this night, with real food that hadn’t been caught, killed, and skinned only moments before eating it. No more stiff bottom from riding in a saddle, no more smelling like dirt and horse. The girl was fully aware of the silly smile plastered across her face. A real bed!


One more right and suddenly they were out of the village and at a high door, that easily could have fit three men beneath it, each standing on the other’s shoulder. Tall men, too, Moira thought judiciously. 


Two men, uniformed in heavy red, stood before the gates, each holding a tall spear. Moira thought that she saw other men, just behind them, and a few on top of the large wall, as well. It was amazing to her mind, that so much security was needed. Nobody carried a weapon in the village—there was nobody to defend against.


“Name?” One of the guards asked lazily. Moira started. A small man had darted out of the wall when the guard spoke. Just straight out of the stone, as though it weren’t even there, stepping from shadows. She narrowed her eyes, and was just able to make out a dim outline in the stone. Not out of nothing, then. There was a door, but one cleverly hidden.


“Lord Hagen Duarte of Her Majesty’s Court,” Hagen responded. “With Gair, Brigid, Moira, and Oran Rutledge and Rafferty Omallon of Avonce.”


Avonce? Moira glanced at her brothers, one eyebow raised. Where was Avonce? Perhaps Lord Hagen had just made it up. He couldn’t very well have just said they were from the village, could he? The guard might have thought they’d only walked a few houses to arrive at Ruydan!


“Purpose for entry?”


Lord Hagen didn’t respond this time, he just handed over a folded sheet of paper. Moira’s eyes widened at the small white slip. Real paper was rare in the village. As far as she knew, only the mayor and the schoolmaster had any, though Raf’s father used a thin substance that was similar to wrap his cuts.


“All right, entry granted,” the guard said. He handed the piece of paper to the small man who began hastily scribbling in a small notebook. Moira thought her eyebrows just might meet her hairline. It looked as though the little man was writing on paper as well!


“Moira,” Raf said. Turning her head, she was surprised to see that her friends were halfway through the wall already. Clucking to her horse, she grabbed her skirts in one hand and hurried after them. 


She would have thought that it would be difficult to any more impressed, but the world inside of the wall left her breathless. The trees she had just been able to spot from outside rose up, older and more gnarled than any she’d seen outside of the Sheilkh forest. The ground was made of some strange hard substance that clicked under the horse’s hooves, and all of the houses were made of stone, it seemed, not of wood.


And there, down a wide boulevard of streets, was what she had to assume was  castle keep. Seven golden spires rose so high she was surprised they didn’t disappear into the clouds. Ornate stonework adorned every inch of the surface, making the building look as though it were made of airy lace. Moira thought it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.


And then there were the people—more people than in the earlier village, even, and wearing all manner of clothing imaginable, from bright colors that wrenched the eyes to tight-fitting black garb, to long, flowing white robes. Many of the women wore elaborate jewelry, and some of the men, as well. 


“Keep together,” Hagen barked, and Moira realized that she and Raf had begun to lag behind. Streams of people wandered between them and the rest of the group. Hagen rolled his eyes towards the heavens, and Moira had no doubt that he was wondering once again why he was stuck with them. 


“Hurry now,” Raf said. HE grabbed his horses reins and plunged into the sea of people moving steadily across the road. Moira took a deep breath. She couldn’t imagine how she would wander in front of some of those people and not be trampled—especially those ones in black, they gave her the creeps—but she supposed there was nothing else to do. She took a deep breath and prepared to plunge in, when a hard shape struck her in the shoulder, sending her sprawling to the ground.


“Pardon!” She yelled. She lifted herself to hands and knees, only to see her saddlebags deftly plucked from her horse by a quickly moving man in a bright purple hat. “That’s mine!” she yelled indignantly. She just had the time to see the man spin around, shrug his shoulders and grin cheekily at her before he was swallowed up by a crowd. Moira looked around for a moment. There was some kind of a disturbance by the front gates, and she couldn’t see a guard anywhere. When she spun around once more she couldn’t even see Hagen and Raf. But there was a purple hat again. She felt a sudden bubble of rage fill her stomach. Gathering her skirts up, she dashed after the man.


“Come back here!” she yelled. “You can’t just take that! It doesn’t belong to you!”


It wasn’t hard to follow the purple hat as it dove and bopped throughout the crowds of people, and focusing in on the one object made it easier to push through the people. The disturbance by the gate seemed closer to her now. . .that was strange, she wondered why it would be moving.


The purple hat suddenly dove down a small alley, and Moira ran into a melon-laden cart before following after it. She heard a yell of indignation and felt a moment of regret for whoever had to pick up the melons. However, she could actually see the back of the man now—apparently he’d been less successful at ducking though the crowds than she—and she wasn’t very well going to let him go after she’d already run so far.


“Get back here!” she yelled once more at the man, and this time when he turned around the cheeky grin was gone, replaced by a sour grimace. By Jesu, Moira thought, he could pass for Hagen’s brother with an expression like that!


“Leave me alone,” the man snarled.  His eyes darted behind her, and his head turned over his shoulder. Moira glanced behind him and was surprised to see the back side of an elaborately wrought wall—all airy lace and whipped sugar. Her eyes widened. The man was trapped.


“Out of my way, nit, or you’ll regret it,” the man snapped. His fingers reached into his belt and he pulled out a long carved blade. Moira gasped. For the first time since she’d started chasing the man she felt fear grow in her belly. She raised her hands.


“Please,” she said. What was she doing in this alley? Had she really chased this man? Had she gone completely crazy? Yet, there in the man’s other hand were her saddlebags, and as ridiculous as it was, she still felt angry at him for taking them. “Please, just give me back my belongings and I’ll go.”


“Too late for that, sugarpop,” he said, and abruptly jumped at her. Moira didn’t even have the chance to scream before one of his arms had tightened around her middle and the knife was held at her throat. She could smell the man’s rancid breath, felt the hot rush of it against her cheek. She was afraid to breathe, just in case his hand should slip and the blade bite into her neck. “Stay still, prettypie, and maybe you won’t get hurt,” the man said. 


Just then Moira heard a skittering from down the alleyway, and five uniformed guards burst into the alley. They pulled up at the sight of the man and Moira.


“Sorry, sorry,” the man in front said, bowing down and knuckling his forehead. “We were looking for a man, milady. Perhaps you’ve seen him. Purple hat.”


“I—” Moira could feel the knife. Maybe it was her imagination, but she thought it dug a little deeper into her skin, still not enough to draw blood. Did they not see him behind her? Perhaps they didn’t see the knife, her hair could be obscuring that, but surely they could see his hairy, disgusting arm around her waist. She swallowed deeply.


“Tell them the truth, duckling,” the voice whispered in her ear. “Tell them you ain’t seen no one.”


“I’m sorry,” Moira said, fighting not to tremble. “I haven’t”


Before she finished speaking the guards nodded and were out of the alley again. The knife was dropped from her throat, and she took a long shaky breath. “Why—”


“Guards here are stupid bastards,” The man said. He had dropped the purple hat further back in the alley, and his long, brown hair was flopping over his eyes. “All they saw was a pretty noblewoman canoodling with a servant in a back alley.”


“Noblewoman?” Moira shook her head. “Me?”


The man looked at her strangely. “The hair, sweetie,” he said, drawing a tendril of it through his fingers. “Only the nobility got that.” He peered at her more closely, and then jerked as head back, as though in surprise. “Holy Jesu, you really aren’t noble. Then what in Hades have you got in here?” Unceremoniously he dumped her saddlebags on the ground. Foodstuffs, bedding, and the doll she’d gotten from her grandmother spilled out onto the ground. Disdainfully, the man kicked at them.


“That’s it?” he asked. “I’m on the verge of hanging, and I get myself in more trouble over this?”


Just then another cadre of guards spun around the corner. This time, the man didn’t have time to make her his hostage.


“Oh my!” Moira breathed as they rushed in, spears at the ready. They glanced at her, taking in her blonde hair and farmgarb, before lighting on him. 


“Not getting away from us so easily, are you?” one of them asked.


“Who’s she? Your accomplice? A spy amongst the nobles?” a second sneered. He lifted some of Moira’s hair with the tip of his spear, ignoring her squawk of outrage (and fear, if she would admit it). “Not even a very good dye job.”


“What is that trash?” The third guard asked, eying the dumped belongings of her saddlebags.


“That’s mine!” she said. “And it’s not trash!” When the guard turned to stare at her, his eyes as steely as the point of his spear, she bit back the rest of her retort, finishing with a meek, “sir.”


“Well that decides it,” The guard nearest Moira said. “She is an accomplice. She’s associated with him anyway.”


The third guard nodded his head, apparently in charge. “We’ll take both of them,” he said decisively. “A night in prison should loosen her tongue, and as for that one. . .well, he can wait until the morning for a hanging.”


Moira stared at the guards, paralyzed. She couldn’t get her tongue to move. And then, suddenly, it was flapping and she couldn’t get it to stop.


“I’m not with him!” she said. “I don’t even know him. He stole my saddlebags. I’m just a village girl, I came to Ruydan because Lord Hagen told us to, and then he got upset because the Heir wasn’t in the city and we were separated by all of the people and he was wearing a purple hat and he stole my saddlebags.”


“A likely story,” The second guard said, biting into the middle of her speech. He poked his spear hard in the man’s back, nudged him back toward the main street. “Not even the poorest of thieves would try to steal a saddlebag like that, and this one is far from poor.”


“I have a name, and you know it,” the man snapped.


“Nightfingers is hardly a name,” one of the guards, Moira wasn’t even certain which was which anymore, snapped. “And we will not deign to use it.”


Moira thought she would cry. And then she realized that she already was. Tears running down her face, and the guards either didn’t notice or really didn’t care. They just continued marching through the city, until they came to the front of the keep. Suddenly the city didn’t seem as big or as wonderful as it had before. She thought, at one point, that she had seen Raf and the others in the crowd, but she must have imagined it. Surely if they’d seen her they would have rescued her. . .Lord Hagen, at least, since he thought he needed her.


They pulled up finally in front of the keep. One of their guards spoke to the soldier in front of the large door. A few hurried words, a nod, and they were being taken into the keep.


“Bet you ain’t never seen the likes of this before, eh, princess?” the thief asked. Moira blinked back tears. Of course she’d never seen anything like that, before, with the opulence and the gold. But, then again, she’d never seen the inside of a jail cell before, and she had the definite feeling that she would be seeing that shortly as well. She bit her lip down hard. She would not cry in front of these men. She would not. Lord Hagen would be coming in to speak to the Heir, soon, or to whoever stood in her place, and he would get her out. Just a few hours and Raf would be there with his smiling face, and Oran would be excitedly jabbering about whatever he’d seen in the city. She just had to wait a little longer. . .
