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Prologue
 
   Being dead was proving a far more painful and trying experience than Gregor had expected; dying had been a minor discomfort by comparison. His latest wounds had all but healed, the scalded flesh and torn sinews knitting together in perfect pink health.  However, the swift healing that this man-made hell bestowed was a small mercy against the vivid memory of pain which haunted his mind.
 
   The wind tugged at his hair without stirring the leaves of the bush beside him.  Gregor grimaced and pulled his cloak closer about him.  Such localised gusts had become a familiar herald of trouble.  The fragments of swirling air grasped like fingers probing for him through the familiar alien landscape.
 
   He hurried on, without knowing where he was going.  The forest trail and the woods to either side were like countless others he had walked or ridden through in his life as Prince and Ruler of the Salved Kingdom.  But this was not the Salved Kingdom it was a pocket in the planes imagined, created and sustained by his royal forbears, and this was not his life. It was his death.  
 
   Another gust, a stronger one, whipped up the hem of his cloak.  The thick brocade cape had been his first effort at imagining the substance of this place into a physical form.  It was a clumsy attempt, the embroidery indistinct, the material stiff and heavy.  No more than a childish scrawl of creation alongside the detailed masterpieces of forest, meadow, mountain and sky through which others before him had sought to re-create the homeland they had lived in.
 
   “It’s crap,” he had said when he first held the unyielding fabric in his hand.
 
   “It is a fine start, your Majesty,” Santos had assured him.  “You will get much better with time and practice.”
 
   But there was no time for practice, only time to run.  Santos, the Steward of this domain, lay leagues behind him, doubtless sheltering in the tiny hiding place which he had shared for a time with Gregor.
 
     “He cannot find us here, Majesty,” Santos had assured him as they lay belly to belly inhaling each other’s breath.  “He cannot hear us either.”
 
   “How long do you hide here?” Gregor had asked.
 
   “Usually only days, Majesty.  His Other Majesty gets bored with waiting after a while and seeks out amusements elsewhere in the Domain of the Helm.”
 
   “Amusements!” Gregor had spluttered.  “I’ve felt that bastard’s idea of amusement.  He is insane.”
 
   “Majesty, it is wise not to use that word when speaking of his Other Majesty.  He likes it not.”
 
   “And I like him not. Chirard the Mad, the Kinslayer, the curse of the Helm.”
 
   Santos had nodded at that, his forehead touching Gregor’s in a moment of involuntary contact which left the steward mortified with embarrassment.  “It is true, Majesty, the Domain of the Helm was a different place, before His Other Majesty, King Chirard the third, joined us.”
 
   “Surely not a happy hell?”
 
   Santos had thought a moment before giving a short shake of his head. “No Majesty, but it was different, safer anyway.” 
 
   “And where have my other forbears gone? Do they skulk in tiny holes like this, evading the Kinslayer’s spite and fury with some claustrophobic self-imprisonment?”
 
   “Forgive me Majesty, that my refuge is so meagre and unfit for a monarch.” The Steward’s apology had been sincere, quite devoid of the reproach which Gregor knew had been deserved.  “I have but small power over the fabric of this place. I was never King nor ruler of the Salved.  The other majesties have fashioned their own lodges, far from the Palace of the Helm.  Where they have settled, their power has grown stronger and they can keep His Majesty King Chirard at bay while living their lives in comfort.”
 
   “Living their deaths in comfort you mean, lucky beggars,” Gregor had corrected.  
 
   “In time Majesty your skills and strengths will grow. I am certain you will be able to find your own escape from Chirard,” Santos had said without certainty.
 
   And now a dozen leagues from Santos’ meagre haven, another cloying draft swept by Gregor’s feet, snagging on the tops of his boots stalling him mid-stride so that he stumbled and nearly fell. He shook himself free of the invisible grasp and began to run.  A breath of wind whispered past his ear murmuring “Thren-spawn!”
 
   Gregor was no coward.  He had fought battles against orcs and zombies, ogres and men.  He had led his household troop in a glorious charge to certain death seasoned with only the faintest hope of vengeance.   But now he had met death and found it was only the shadow cast by a far worse fate.  He flung himself off the path, crashing noisily through the undergrowth. The wind rose, rustling the branches above his head so that the trees themselves moaned “Thren-spawn” at him.
 
   He had hoped to have a few days at least.  A time to find his own sanctuary in this hellish domain, to try to fashion a hidden place where he could recover and think.  He so needed to think.  So much had happened since he had died.  She had worn the Helm, the gateway to this pocket in the planes.  Through it she had entered the demi-planar domain.  He had seen her, acknowledged her as his daughter.  Had she accepted him as her father? Was she safe?  He longed to see her again, but dreaded what seeing her might mean.  Niarmit, the very name was a message her mother had chosen, a way to tell him as clearly as if she had said the words aloud “Gregor, she is yours.” 
 
   The wind was roaring now. The branches rattled as the gusts converged on him from all directions, wisps of air collecting to hunt him down.  The breathy chorus of rebuke was deafening, “Thren-spawn!”  He ran, shielding his face with an arm against the buffeting gale, knowing that a threat of more physical substance would not be far behind as the master of this pack of zephyrs answered its howling summons.
 
   He could not tell which way he ran, but he must have sampled every direction possible in the intensifying storm before, at last, a tree root and a sharp gust conspired to send him tumbling ground-wards.    His head struck a glancing blow against the tree’s trunk on the way down; the ringing in his ears quite muffled the sound of the raging whirlwind as he stretched his length along the leaf strewn forest floor.
 
   Dazed he pushed himself up onto all fours when a foot came into view and then another, a pair of boots standing between his outstretched hands.  Instinctively his fingers curled into the earth, gathering handfuls of dirt, his only meagre weapon against the newcomer.  
 
   The boots were fine riding boots, supple black leather, stitched in gold thread, stopping just short of the knee.  It was not his tormentor’s usual garb, but who else could this be but him?  Slowly his senses cleared and Gregor heard only the thunderous beating of his own dead heart.  Some other power than concussion had calmed the swelling storm.  Who else could bid the stalking tempest still?
 
   Gregor was in no hurry to look his captor in the eye.  Let Chirard the Mad make the first move.  But still his arms betrayed him quaking at the thought of what that first move might be.  The ague that gripped him was as severe as when his father had made him hold a prone drill position for a full ten minutes with elbows bent resting only on his toes and knuckles.  But then the shiver had been a product of exhausted muscles, not bowel loosening fear.  Even at his harshest, old King Bulveld could not have induced one scintilla of the paralysing horror which the prospect of Chirard precipitated. 
 
   For a long moment they remained thus.  The quarry crouched, the hunter stood.  Just when Gregor felt his nerve would snap, when he had resolved to call out, “go ahead! do what you will!” he was pre-empted by a low voice musing, “Well, what have we here?” 
 
   It was not Chirard.
 
   Rather than the strident nasal tone with which the mad king had announced each torture, there was a broad vowelled twang to this voice of an accent more often heard in the Eastern Lands.  Gregor looked up at last.   The man stood over him in hunting gear.  Thin, with a square clean shaven jaw and an aquiline nose over pale lips.  He waited, patiently curious as Gregor pushed himself onto his haunches and then stood up.  The newcomer was a few inches shorter than Gregor, of average height.  The kind of man one would pass in the street and be unable to recall a single detail of him. He was unremarkable in every way except one, that he was here in the Domain of the Helm.
 
   “You have the advantage of me, sir,” Gregor muttered a clumsy courtesy.  “I am a newcomer to this place.”
 
   The other man sniffed.  “We don’t get many of them.” 
 
   Again that foreign accent, unlike any spoken in the provinces of the Salved. It drove Gregor to the question.  “You are one of my forbears, aren’t you?”
 
   The palpable doubt drew a laugh from the hunter.  “Indeed I am.  Forgive the coarse edge to my voice, but I spent my formative years abroad evading the assassins who had taken my parents and my brothers.  One can shake off many things in adulthood but a manner of speech becomes ingrained and, to be honest, I never cared enough to try to change it. However, I am indeed an ancestor of yours, just as you are one of my descendants. Tell me how far has my line reached now?”
 
   “I am Gregor, the fifth of that name.”
 
   The man pursed his lips. “I see we have skipped a few rulers since Gregor the third.  Wearing his cursed helm is not as popular a choice as the Vanquisher had expected.”
 
   “This place is a hell, haunted by a vile beast, maybe more than one. Of all the Helm’s many evils, the greatest is that Eadran enchanted each wearer against speaking truly of its nature. I was ill-counselled when I wore the blasted thing.”
 
   “You and me both, my friend, my kin.  Still I was glad to warn my son against the temptation.  He at least now rests in the care of the Goddess.”
 
   Gregor’s fingers traced a crescent across his chest at the mention of the Salved People’s patron deity.  The gesture brought a frown to the other man’s face.  “She cannot reach you here, Gregor.  She can neither hear nor act on our prayers.  You and I are entirely beyond her mercy.” 
 
   Gregor felt a lock of his hair lift in the lightest of airs; the tiny gust passed between them to flick the felt collar of the hunter’s jacket. He was about to utter a warning at the return of the stalking breeze, but the other man’s eyes had already widened in shocked recognition.  “He is coming!”
 
   “You know him?” Gregor asked.
 
   “We all know Chirard!”  
 
   Standing had suddenly become difficult as they were both assailed by a fast building tornado. Gregor was astounded at how swiftly the storm had gathered and how much he had to shout to make himself heard.  “He is hunting me,” Gregor said.
 
   “And now he has found me, and I think he will care little about you anymore.  Come, this way.”
 
   Gregor followed after the smaller man as he jogged quickly through the woods, jinking left and right in a way that seemed to misdirect the pursuing tempest.  Around them, the hissing refrain of the wind resumed.  “Thren-spawn.  Thren.  Thren-spawn.” 
 
   Gregor knew what grudge Chirard bore against him.  When the mad sorcerer had usurped control of his daughter’s body, inhabiting her corporeal form to once again walk in the physical world, it had been Gregor who had broken his spell.  He who had seized the Helm from Chirard’s head to cast the kin-slayer scalded and stunned back into the Domain of the Helm.  He who had let Niarmit go free, hopefully never to return. He knew how that act had aroused the mad sorcerer’s undying anger.
 
   However, the frenzy with which the gale now flung leaves, branches and even saplings at the running pair was beyond all previous experience of the insane wizard’s pursuit.  
 
    “Who are you?” Gregor yelled.  “Why does he hunt you with such fury?”
 
   “Save your breath and run,” the other man called.  It was timely advice for Gregor was struggling to keep up with the smaller man’s easy loping stride. “Chirard hates me. He killed my parents, my cousins, my uncles and aunts.  He tried to kill me.”
 
   “Thren-spawn, Thren,” the wind howled.
 
   “I spent my childhood running, and hiding, but as soon as I was old enough I came back. I came back and I killed him.”
 
   “You,” Gregor gasped.  “You’re Thren?”
 
   “Thren the seventh, at your service.  Now run my brave descendant, run faster than the wind!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part One
 
   “But where are the bodies?” Jolander spun full circle to survey the scene before repeating, “Where are the bodies?”
 
   Neither Thom nor the handful of the lancers made any answer to the distraught sergeant.  They had all scoured the abandoned caravan.  Over a hundred carts had been drawn up in a dozen defensive circles around camp fires long since burnt out.  The light air lifted the corners of empty bedrolls.  The dirt was scuffed and stained with the signs of struggle.  The story of disaster written in uncounted bloodstains. The arterial jet which had sprayed the canvas of a merchant’s wagon.  The dark puddle of a life leaking remorselessly away by a camp fire.  Most sad of all, to Thom’s eye, was the trail of dark red-brown some yards long, leading beneath a cart where a wounded cripple had sought safety.  By the still deeper stain beneath the wagon’s axle it was clear that no sanctuary had been found.
 
   “Where are they?” Jolander cried again.  “There were a thousand living breathing people here.  Women, children too.  Where are they?”
 
   “We should go back,” Thom said gently.  “The others will be waiting for our report.”
 
   Jolander shook his head as though to free his mind of the thoughts and fears that assailed it.  “Is this some artifice of your kind, master wizard?” He quizzed Thom.  “Are the dead merely hidden from our eyes?”
 
   “No, sergeant.  There is no illusion here.   What you see is what there is. No more, no less.”
 
   Jolander harrumphed his discontent.  Thom knew how much his presence, his existence even, offended the sergeant.  To be a wizard was bad enough, but one returned from exile? It was against all the laws the Sergeant had lived to defend.  He knew that the big warrant officer tolerated him only because of the Lady Niarmit’s intercession.  Volunteering for this scouting party had been an attempt to prove he could win friends and be useful without the lady’s patronage.  However, the scale of the disaster they had explored quite dwarfed such minor considerations.  
 
   “I reckon it was orcs, Sarge,” the floppy haired lancer holding their half-dozen horses volunteered an opinion.
 
   “Fool,” another shouted him down.  “Orcs might eat somethings, but not everything, not bone and gristle.”
 
   “We should go,” Thom repeated and, with a heavy nod, the Sergeant concurred.
 
   It was a short but jolting ride to the wooded copse where the rest of their small party lay waiting.  However, the Sun was a hand’s breadth nearer the Western horizon by the time they arrived.  Whatever they would have found, in the desolate caravan, it was too late for them to further their journey tonight and for that at least Thom was grateful.  Riding was one of the many useful talents that he did not possess.  Even a night camped in danger would be fair exchange for the extra couple of hours of relief afforded to his jarred spine and bruised buttocks.
 
   There was a quiet bustle of activity in the copse as others had reached the same conclusion.  Tordil was lighting one of his smokeless magical fires, while his three elven compatriots were helping the lancers secure the horses and make a meagre camp.  Kaylan and the last lancer were just hoving into sight bearing water from the stream to the South.  
 
   So it was only the three women who awaited the scouting party’s return, standing just beyond the tree-line.  The flame haired priestess, the half-eleven seneschal and the scarred slight servant girl. 
 
   “You rode straight back?” Niarmit spoke first, directing a harsh enquiry at the sergeant.  She strode to Jolander’s side, her green eyes bright in the fading light, her plaited red hair whipping round as she caught his horse’s bridle.  “Why was that?”
 
   “There was no-one there to follow us, your Majesty,” the sergeant hastened to explain.  “No need to take a detour on the way back.”
 
   “No-one?” The dark haired girl could not hide her surprise.  “No-one at all?”
 
   “None, mistress Hepdida,” Jolander kept his answer deliberately simple.  When the girl looked across to Thom, the illusionist gave a slight moue of agreement. He was in no greater hurry than the sergeant to share the echoes of disaster which had been in plain view down the hill.
 
   “But it was the same refugee caravan, the one you and the Seneschal passed what four days ago?”  Niarmit asked, glancing between Jolander and the dark skinned silver haired form of Quintala.
 
   The half-elf pursed her lips in recollection.  “Aye, it would be four days, three nights.  We met them on the road in the morning.  They warned us of the Hearteaters who had been laying waste to all the villages North of Hershwood.  That’s why they were fleeing.  We pointed them East towards Medyrsalve, though they knew the way well enough.  Then we headed West to do ourselves a bit of orc hunting.”
 
   “A half-elf and twenty lancers hunting an entire tribe of orcs. That was a bold move, or a foolish one,” Niarmit observed.
 
   “Whichever it was,” Quintala replied, with a mocking lilt to her voice. “It was a move you and your friends have reason to be grateful for…. Your Majesty.”
 
   Niarmit was silent a moment, before giving a curt nod of acknowledgement.  “Quite so, Seneschal.  But to the matter in hand.  What befell these refugees since you left them and went on your way to deliver us from a detachment of Hearteaters?”  She turned back to Jolander. “So sergeant.  Why is it there is no-one in that camp to follow you to this hiding place?  Is it nothing but bodies?”
 
   “’An it please your Majesty, but I’d rather not speak of it in front of the girl,” he nodded in Hepdida’s direction.  “It is not an account for young ears.”
 
   Thom saw the blush of red inflame the girl’s face from her cheeks to the tips of her ears. She opened her mouth to rebut the sergeant’s condescension but Niarmit waved her into silence.  “The mistress Hepdida has every right to hear of whatever it is you have seen, Sergeant. I can assure you that she has already seen and experienced much more and much worse than whatever you might have witnessed in the valley below.”
 
   Jolander gulped uncertainly at Niarmit’s displeasure.  “There was death in the camp, your Majesty.  Signs of many struggles, the blood dripping and pooling in ways that told of hundreds dead.”
 
   “Bodies?” Quintala interrupted.
 
   “None,” Thom answered.  “Neither friend nor foe left fallen on the battle field.”
 
   “How tidy.”
 
   “I reckon it was orcs, your Majesty.” The lancer who had spoken before again ventured his unwise opinion, drawing a glower of rebuke from the sergeant.
 
   “Orcs aren’t tidy.” Tordil, his fire lighting work concluded, had approached the discussion in time to hear the last few speakers.  “Perhaps the dead got up and walked away?” The elven captain levelled his gaze at Thom as he made his suggestion.  The illusionist felt the hostile glare of sergeant and lancers turned upon him as the soldiers swiftly crescented themselves to invoke the Goddess’s blessing.
 
   “The dead don’t walk, Captain,” Quintala rebuked him.  “No need to frighten the troopers and the horses so.”
 
   The elf-captain laughed.  “Indeed, Seneschal, though you have lived long, you have not seen the evils that I have this last month.  The dead can walk. They can feed. I have fought against them and walked amongst them.  A skilled wizardly mind can bend their actions to his purpose. Is that not so, Master Illusionist?”
 
   The captain’s censorious tone drew a sharp rebuke from Niarmit. “Tordil, you forget yourself.  Thom has done us much good service since fortune or the Goddess cast us in each other’s path.”
 
   “Yes, your Majesty, much has happened since we first met Thom shepherding two undead souls across the burnt fields of Morsalve…”
 
   “Enough, Tordil!” Niarmit snapped, but not before the many eyes already focussed on Thom first widened in surprise then narrowed in suspicion.  “What is clear from the fate of those refugees is that danger lurks ahead of us as well as behind. We are a day’s hard riding still from the River Saeth and the security of Medyrsalve’s border.  We will need a vigilant guard tonight and the Goddess’s blessing, if we are to make Prince Rugan’s court unscathed.”
 
   “As you command….Your Majesty,” Quintala gave a short bow.  “I admire your faith in the safety my Brother’s realm will afford us.”
 
   Niarmit frowned at the smiling Seneschal.  “Whatever your doubts about your brother, Quintala, we have nowhere else to go but to Prince Rugan and he is my vassal now.”
 
   “Yes,” Quintala stretched out the single syllable of agreement.  “I wish you joy in impressing that circumstance upon him, and I in turn intend enjoying the spectacle.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Deaconess Rhodra was used to anxious would-be fathers but a would-be great grand-mother was an experience as new as it was proving unwelcome.  It certainly wasn’t helping the restless woman on the great bed.
 
   “Deep breaths, your Highness,” Rhodra soothed her.  “Breathe through the pain.”
 
   “It’s too soon,” the Princess Giseanne ground out through gritted teeth as she shook her head against the pillows.
 
   A servant dabbed at the woman’s sweating forehead with a scented cloth.  At the foot of the bed the upright figure of the expectant great-grandmother surveyed the scene with deep dissatisfaction.  Her hands resting on her walking stick, her silver hair dressed elegantly high atop her head exposing the pointed ears of her race.  The elf lady was unmoved to lift an eyebrow still less a hand in support of Rhodra, Giseanne and their various attendants, but she nonetheless viewed the confinement with a haughty disdain.
 
   “The Princess is right is she not Deaconess, this child is not yet full term?”
 
   “The Goddess has given us grace and time, my Lady Kychelle,” Rhodra assured her.  “Since my lady’s episode in the gardens we have made every effort to delay the onset of labour and to strengthen the unborn child for that ordeal.   The Goddess has granted us two weeks and if she so wills that the child be born now, then it must be because she judges it ready.”
 
   Kychelle sniffed.  “Or perhaps, she views your efforts and devotions unworthy of her further support.”  This blunt alternative interpretation of events brought a wail from the panting Princess on the bed, a wail which was cut off abruptly as a fresh spasm of pain gripped her.
 
   “Where is Rugan?” Giseanne cried. “Where is my husband?”
 
   Kychelle clucked a note of reproach.  “He cannot come. He guards the road from Listcairn, poised to strike a blow to seize back this child’s inheritance from the usurpers.”
 
   “You could send word,” Rhodra urged before adding with heavy emphasis.  “Her Highness would welcome some family support.”
 
   The elf lady tutted impatiently.  “What would be the point, Deaconess?  Rugan is many days ride away.  By the time he returned this business would be done for good or ill.”
 
   Giseanne moaned, bringing a disbelieving shake of the head from Kychelle.  “I had not realised what a creation humans make of the business of child birth.  By the Goddess, if this child is not full term then it should almost deliver itself, as easy as shelling peas.”
 
   “Excuse me, please my lady.”  Rhodra’s deputy hesitantly interrupted Kychelle’s reverie.  “I must examine the Princess.”  
 
   The elf glared back, incredulous that the woman would have had the temerity to address her.  Then, with a flick of her head, Kychelle stepped aside surrendering her position at the foot of the bed to the midwife.
 
   “My Lady Kychelle, may I have a word? Outside?” Rhodra made a stiffly formal request.
 
   The elf consented with alacrity.  “I was about to make the same suggestion, Deaconess.”
 
   Once beyond the double doors of the royal bedchamber it was Kychelle who spoke first. “Deaconess, understand me well.  If at any time in these proceedings there should be a danger to life, it is the child that is paramount, you understand me?  The child must live!” 
 
   “It is my intention, Lady Kychelle, to see both mother and child safely through this night.” Rhodra ground out a flat mono-tonal reply which those who knew her well would have recognised as the Deaconess’s highest level of fury short of physical assault.  
 
   The elf however was either deaf or unmoved in response to Rhodra’s anger.  “A commendable aspiration, Deaconess, but remember if a choice must be made….”
 
   “By the Goddess, it will not come to that.”
 
   This time, something in Rhodra’s expression, the bright eyes shining in the middle of a round face or the mouth pursed in a tight-lipped line, penetrated Kychelle’s awareness. The elf looked oddly at the deaconess, opened her mouth to say something and then thought better of it.  Rhodra swept over the elf’s momentary doubt.  “Now, my Lady Kychelle, perhaps there is some business about the palace that needs your attention. My ladies and I can attend the Princess well enough without you.”
 
   “You are sending me away?” The question surprised Kychelle so much she had to repeat it. “You are sending me away?”
 
   “My Lady Kychelle, you are the ruler of Silverwood, the Regent of Medyrsalve and the Grandmother of my Prince,” Rhodra acknowledged. “But in that room,” she pointed behind them. “At this time, there is no greater authority than mine save the Goddess herself, so yes I am.  I am sending you away.”
 
   Kychelle raised her eyebrows, looked to one side, tapped her staff a couple of times on the floor.  “Well, well,” she said at last.  “I see you would rely on your own resources, Deaconess. I trust you do so wisely.”
 
   Rhodra did not afford the stunned elf a reply, spinning on her heel and plunging back into the royal bedchamber just as Giseanne let out another great bellow of pain.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Thom slipped down with his back to a tree and shrouded himself in a spell of concealment.  A horse looked momentarily in his direction, its dull mind less susceptible to the simple illusion than the higher order wills of the elves and humans in the company.  Ever since he had first pursued his illegal past-time, Thom had been amazed at how easily his mother could be fooled while the family cat could not.  But then, the cat saw what was there, while his mother saw what she thought was there, and in that crevice of interpretation, the illusionist’s art had always found its leverage.  But it mattered not that the horse could see him plain as day.  The horse wasn’t telling anyone.  An outcast seeking solitude was of no concern to equine thinking.  
 
   A few dozen yards from the tethered horses, the rest of the company were gathered around Tordil’s lilac flamed fire.   One of the elves was keeping lookout aloft in the trees, while a half dozen lancers stood watch at the edges of the copse. Within their guarded camp, the mood of the remainder was more relaxed than it had been in days.  They ate their meagre repast and talked in low voices.  There was even an occasional laugh as Jolander told some barrack room joke and no-one seemed to notice that Thom was not there.  Or maybe they had noticed and were just too glad of the circumstance to risk drawing attention to it.
 
   Thom wrapped himself more tightly in his magical shroud.  She had promised he would be safe and he did not doubt the Lady Niarmit’s word.  But Tordil had been unconscious when Thom had made his instrumental contribution to their escape.  The elf Captain was always ready to set the illusionist’s great crimes of collaboration as being a far from discharged counterbalance to any succour he had given their mission.  Jolander, Quintala and the lancers knew nothing of him save that he was a slow riding burden to their escape with a criminal magic using past.  
 
   So Thom sat and watched, feeling scarcely less an outsider than when he had been the dogsbody to Marwella and her regiment of necromancers all bending dead sinews to the service of the Dark Lord. 
 
   Niarmit sat close by the fire, its rainbow flames playing across her face suffusing her red hair with a dozen extra colours.  She watched the scintillating blades of light in silent contemplation, impervious to the merriment around her.
 
   On her left sat Hepdida, the servant girl with the scarred face.  Never far from Niarmit’s side she glanced constantly across at the priestess and then occasionally let her mouth bend in a half smile at a joke she could not have understood. 
 
   Beyond the two women was the ragged figure of Kaylan.  Just an ill-matched supernumerary to the troop of lancers, yet one who had some long history with Niarmit.  Thom could not fathom what their relationship was or had been, save that the footpad was never either too close or too far from the red headed leader.  As now he sat just beyond the light of the fire, so his face was in shadow, and only his hands expertly whittling a stick into the shape of dog, were visible.
 
   On Niarmit’s right sat Jolander and Tordil, human sergeant and elf Captain making an unlikely alliance.  The common ground of soldiery over-rode the prejudices of race as they traded stories of their own martial prowess and their enemies’ ineptitude.
 
   The Seneschal, Quintala, sat opposite Niarmit.  Her sliver hair refracted the multi-coloured light of the flames but, with her back to Thom, the illusionist could not see her expression save that she sat very still her attention directed on the priestess opposite.
 
   Hepdida stood up abruptly, her forehead creased in a frown as a fresh burst of laughter echoed around the fire.  She touched Niarmit on the shoulder and the priestess looked up at her, distracted for a moment from the fire’s hypnotic dance.  The girl said something and the priestess nodded.  Thom shrivelled behind his magical veil as the servant girl left the company by the fire and approached the horses.  
 
   Hepdida stroked the bay mare’s muzzle and offered it a handful of fresh grass, murmuring some half-heard apology for obliging it to carry herself as well as Niarmit on the long day’s ride.
 
   Thom was uncomfortable, watching her while knowing she could not see him.  He felt he was intruding on a private moment of happiness, as the girl smiled broadly and wrapped her arms around the patient horse’s neck.  The illusionist found his lips bending in a smile of empathy, appreciating too the plain honesty of the simple beast when set against the posturing, dissembling and deception of humans, elves and orcs.
 
   There was a movement to his right, but Thom’s moment of alarm quickly faded.  It was only the lancer on guard duty stepping in to mind the horses.  He recognised him as the fellow with the orc obsession. Hepdida had not seen him approach for the man moved softly through the undergrowth.   She gave a stifled yelp when at last she perceived him a distance of a bare two yards from her.
 
   He calmed her with some pleasantry which failed to restore her smile.  Thom, who had seen that moment of uninhibited happiness, could tell her guard was up against the lancer’s murmured conversation.  She stroked the grey mare’s neck, more absently than before, her gaze darting ever towards the lancer whose intrusion was clearly less welcome than he supposed.
 
   Thom considered throwing off his illusion and coming to her rescue.   But then he thought, if the lancer was unwelcome, how much less appreciated would be the revelation that she had been spied upon however unintentionally. 
 
   While he wrestled with this dilemma, there was a sudden move, a scuffle.  The lancer had seized Hepdida’s face in his two hands and was pressing his mouth against hers.  She struggled unheard as the soldier’s lips sealed hers closed.  Thom stood up sharply, shaking of his illusory cloak. “Hey!” he called out.  The lancer half turned at the distraction and in that moment Hepdida brought her knee up sharply between his legs.  
 
   The soldier crumpled to all fours with an airless gasp.  Hepdida and Thom exchanged a glance over her assailant’s crippled form.  The servant girl wide eyed, still shocked as Thom took a reassuring step towards her, stretching out a hand of support.  She took a step away.
 
   “It’s all right,” he said.  “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   She turned and ran, away from him, away from the horses, away from the copse.
 
   “Oh crap!” Thom exclaimed and ran after her.
 
   The thick clouds obscured the Moon and stars and the light of Tordil’s conjured fire was limited by intent to the illumination of their small camp.  Beyond the tree line all was black and Thom could see nothing and hear little of Hepdida.  He swept his hands in a swift spell flicking his index fingers across each eye.  Now as he stared out into the gloom he could make a blob dull red in colour, still moving in haste across the dark plain, brighter red sticks of legs pumped beneath a body made visible by its own warmth.  He glanced around, no other sources of heat.  The area was devoid of the night time prowlers, scavenging wolves or hunting orcs which might have posed some threat to the fleeing servant girl.
 
   Re-assured he set off in pursuit, hoping to catch Hepdida before some mischance, an ankle twisting rabbit hole, or a stumble over a rock, should cause her an injury. 
 
   Behind him all was calm.  No alarm was raised in camp.  Thom in his haste to pursue had expected the elven lookout at least to mark their flight and marshal some assistance.  But the keen eyed tree-top sentry must be asleep or looking elsewhere. Tordil would have words to say at such a failure.  In the meantime, it was Thom alone who ran after the startled fugitive, intent on keeping her safe from harm.
 
   He saw that she had stopped, crouched down looking back towards him.  He slowed to a walk as he approached her. “Hepdida,” he called gently.  “It’s me Thom.”
 
   She didn’t move, didn’t reply.  She wouldn’t have realised he could see her glowing with her own body’s heat, her face towards him as bright a torch.  Her hand clenched something. It glinted softly, in reflecting the glow of her body. A long thin reflecting edge.  Crap it was a knife.
 
   “Hepdida,” his voice cracked with a little alarm.  “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   She shifted position.  Squatting on her haunches, poised to pounce, oblivious to how clearly he could see her.  
 
   “Hepdida, why did you run?”
 
   “Why did you chase me?” the question was fired back at him with venom.  “What did you and that soldier plan for me?”
 
   “Nothing – nothing, not us… me, I wasn’t part of it.  I was just there.”
 
   “Spying on me? Hidden by magic, just waiting for your chance?”
 
   “No, please, I just wanted to make sure you were all right. I saw what he did what he tried to do.  It’s not safe out here.  Come back to camp.  Please put the knife away.”
 
   From fifteen yards away he saw her tense at his words.  She was silent, motionless for a few seconds before asking, “can you see me?” She stood up slowly still wary, the knife held in front of her. He saw her head turn slightly side to side as she began to discern his outline from the darker background of the night
 
   He hesitated for a moment before plunging into honest disclosure.  “Yes, I can see you. I cast a spell to help me see things by their body heat.  I needed to follow you, to make sure you didn’t get hurt or attacked by animals out here.”
 
   She looked around, quickly before turning her attention back to him. “And are there? Are there any animals out here?”
 
   “No,” Thom assured her.  “None at all.”
 
   After another quick scan of the impenetrable blackness her bright face turned once more on him.  “Why not?”
 
   “What?” he was puzzled both by her question and also the indistinct doubt that had formed in his own mind as he reassured her of the absence of any creatures.
 
   “Why not? Why aren’t there any animals?  Where are they?”
 
   “er… I don’t know.”
 
   “Can you cast a light spell, a spell so anyone can see?”  She was moving forwards, turning as she went so that for the last few yards she was backing towards him.  “A light spell, now!”
 
   ”Of course.”  The simplest of spells, a dextrous flick of his fingers and a pool of light spread out from his hands illuminating a circle full thirty feet across. There was a moment of blurry blindness as his eyes switched back from sensing heat to seeing light.  Then all became as clear as daylight.
 
    “Oh crap!” he said.
 
   There were five of them, shuffling into the circle of light.  By their clothing simple folk, simple and dead.  The homespun tunics were stained with blood which had streamed from torn throats and through multiple rents.  Lacerated skin hung loosely from their faces.  White molars glinted through a gaping second mouth bitten out of one creature’s cheek. An eyeball, hanging loose from its socket, bounced against a half-eaten nose with each jolting step.  Arms reached out towards the wizard and the girl.  Some lacked the full complement of fingers, or even had entire hands missing, but this did not diminish the dread they inspired clawing coldly at Thom’s throat.  
 
   “We need to run!”  He grabbed Hepdida’s hand and pulled her after him as he spun away from the stumbling zombies.  “Oh crap!”  Another half dozen were staggering into the circle of light from the other side.
 
   The servant girl drew in a sharp breath and then waved her little knife at the approaching undead.  There was a fierce intensity to her gaze, but it could not hide the tremor in her hand.  “Can’t you cast a spell, an illusion. Make it so they can’t see us.”
 
   “They don’t see us,” he gasped fumbling in his robes for a weapon he knew would not be there.  “They smell us, and they have no minds to deceive with a spell.”  Instinctively they had stood back to back, watching in dismay as more walking corpses emerged from the night. 
 
   “But you used to shepherd these things didn’t you.  Can’t you do it again, make them go away.”
 
   Thom shook his head with a sob.  “I was never any good at it and it takes time to reach into them, to make a link. I can’t do it, not this quickly with this many.”
 
   They spun around, surveying the ring of encirclement searching for a gap and finding none.  “So how do I kill them then?” Hepdida demanded grimly.
 
   “You can’t, they’re already dead.  You have to destroy them, obliterate them.  Even if you hack them to pieces the bits can still move and claw and bite.”
 
   The nearest hands were mere feet away as Hepdida asserted, “I’ll just have to dice the lot of them then.”
 
   Thom, concentrating hard, made no response to her cracked bravado. The zombie facing him, hesitated in its halting stride sniffing at the air, before lurching to its right into the path of one of its fellows.  A glimmer of an opening appeared and Thom grabbed Hepdida’s hand.  “This way, run.”  
 
   The uneven ground hindered their flight, but the zombies were slow to gather their instincts and refocus their hunger.  The girl and the wizard gained a few precious yards, dodging the ponderous lunges of the undead.  But then one rotting arm thundered into Thom’s shoulder, spinning him around and sending him crashing to one knee.  Hepdida dragged him upwards as she darted past, but there were other hands upon him now. She turned to grab his arm two handed but he pushed her away as an accumulation of zombies weighed upon his shoulders.  “Run,” he said. “Keep running.”  Toppling forward under the pressure of undead, he used the momentum to push her away.  She stumbled backwards, falling out of sight as Thom kicked and scrabbled onto his back.  He flailed frantically with every limb to bat the voracious undead away.    Every swinging foot and fist was met by a plethora of hands grasping for what was little more than a restless meal to the unthinking zombies.
 
   There were shouts, many voices calling.  The grasping hands lost some of their eagerness and for a second Thom found himself kicking and punching at air.  “Benedictonium de Dea,” a cry came from behind him. There was a flash of light and a soft whoosh and a fine powder rained down on Thom.  Blinking away the dust, he pushed himself up on his elbows.  The little circle of light was filled with fast moving figures.  Tordil, sword in one hand slashed at one zombie while a flick of his fingers ignited another into a staggering pillar of flame. Quintala, her twin swords whirling, sliced arms and legs off two of the undead and then stamped with squelching force on the heads of the fallen torsos. Tordil’s elven companions glided with equal grace, expertly dismembering the undead.  Jolander and his lancers were there too, burning brands thrust into undead faces and swords skewering their abdomens. 
 
   But there were many of the zombies and the destruction of their fellows did nothing to deter the rest from lumbering into the killing circle, pressing on the attackers with sheer weight of numbers.  
 
   “My Lady!” It was Kaylan calling as he backed away from a jawless zombie that still lurched half-mouthed after him. “We have need of you.”
 
   Thom looked round, spitting grey ash out of his mouth.  Niarmit was squatted cradling Hepdida while she held her holy crescent symbol aloft.  The swaying undead gave her a wide berth and she looked down with concern at the servant girl’s pale face and closed eyes.
 
   Kaylan, staggered backwards, tripping over Thom on his way to Niarmit’s side.  The pursuing zombie shied away from the shining symbol of the Goddess and lurched in search of less discomforting prey.
 
   Tordil and Quintala had ignited a half dozen undead torches which blundered into others setting them alight in turn.  But still more came and the lancers were being less successful in their attempts to burn or destroy their relentless foes.
 
   “Let me take the girl,” Kaylan was saying.  “We need you to invoke the Goddess’s blessing against these hell-spawn.”
 
   Niarmit nodded and let Kaylan ease his arms beneath Hepdida’s shoulders.  Then the priestess stood up and, crescent symbol held before her, strode towards the milling crowd of zombies.  The creatures quailed at the sight of the symbol, pulling their lunges towards the alarmed lancers.
 
   "Benedictonium de Dea!”  Niarmit called in a strong clear voice.   A gust of wind swept through her and the symbol towards the lingering undead.  They turned away at the sound, but as the wave of air hit them their bodies crumbled to a fine dust which wafted to the ground.  Four times she gave the blessing, fanning divine grace towards the unquiet dead in all directions of the compass.  When she was done, the circle of light was clear of all the crawling scrabbling fragments of dead things.  
 
   A sudden wave of nausea overcame Thom as he realised what dust it was which had coated his clothes and clogged his mouth and nostrils.  He spun round onto all fours to retch and spit on the ground.
 
   He was still spluttering when it dawned on him that his was the only noise in an ominous circle of silence.  He looked around him.  Tordil and Jolander glared down at him grim faced.  Niarmit was kneeling in the centre of her victory, eyes closed catching her breath and recovering strength from the exhausting business of channelling the power of the Goddess.
 
   “What were those things?” Jolander demanded of Thom, but it was Tordil who answered him.
 
   “Undead, walking corpses, Sergeant.  The kind that this wizard here was wont to keep from their lawful rest and drive against men and elves in battle.”
 
   “I never…” Thom began.
 
   “Was he driving them then? Is he a traitor,” Jolander’s hand twitched towards the sword he had just sheaved.
 
   “Hardly,” The half-elven Seneschal made a languid interjection.  “As I recall he was half buried beneath them when we arrived, not far off being devoured alive.  And proof of that is in the zombie dirt that he’s covered in.”
 
   Tordil shrugged. “Perhaps he lost control, but here let the sentry give his account.  What did you see Elyas? When you finally looked in the right direction that is.”
 
   The elf lieutenant frowned and shrugged.  He, more than most, knew the service Thom had done in securing the party’s recent escape from Sturmcairn. 
 
   “Speak, Elyas,” Tordil commanded.
 
   “I saw the girl running, and Thom running after her,” the lieutenant admitted at last with an off-hand air as though the observation were of no significance.
 
   “I was trying to protect her,” Thom insisted, looking around frantically from where Hepdida still lay in a swoon in Kaylan’s arms to Niarmit kneeling somnolently oblivious to the tense discussion.
 
   “Why was she running from her protector?” Tordil was relentless.
 
   “Captain, how can you doubt him?  He saved us all at the bridge over the Nevers.” Elyas insisted.
 
   Tordil’s lips curled doubtfully. “Perhaps he is a spy, sent to gull us just long enough to betray the whole Salved Kingdom.  Perhaps Hepdida discovered that.”
 
   “Captain, your paranoia is matchless,” Quintala laughed.  “You see servants of the enemy at every turn.  Believe me, were I in our foe’s shoes, I would not chose this feeble vessel as an instrument of anything, least of all espionage!”
 
   Thom gathered a vague impression of having been insulted but in a helpful way.
 
   “The question still remains,” Jolander returned to the crux of the matter. “She was running from him and he was chasing her, why was that?”
 
   Thom glanced around the encirclement of suspicion and saw a sheepish lancer stepping back out of the light, his gaze fixed on his feet. “It was him,” Thom flung an accusing finger towards the floppy haired soldier.  “He tried to kiss her, that’s why she ran!”
 
   There was a growl from the sergeant, “really?”  His ire had swung like a searchlight from Thom to the young trooper.  The accusation was apparently a credible one.
 
   “I didn’t do nothing,” the lancer insisted as the soldiers either side of him stepped away, eager to put physical distance between them and the taint of their comrade’s disgrace.
 
   “He did,” it was Hepdida’s voice.  The girl was sitting up rubbing the back of her head and looking sourly towards her attacker.  “Thom’s the one that did nothing, except try to protect me from the zombies.”  The girl looked around her, suddenly puzzled by the absence of the undead.  “Where did they go?”
 
   “With the Goddess’s blessing I can destroy them,” Niarmit rose gingerly to her feet.  “Though I would you had not uncovered quite so many of them at once.” She stumbled mid-stride but waved away both Tordil and Kaylan as they started in support of her.  “Now, tell me quickly, how did these two waifs come to stray so far from safety?”
 
   Jolander was puce with shame.  “It seems, your Majesty, that one of my lancers made an unwelcome advance on your Majesty’s companion, the mistress Hepdida.  That is was what startled her into flight.” He glowered at Thom, reluctant to let one of his platoon shoulder all the blame.  “The young gentlemen wizard claims he was only running after her to protect her.”  The sergeant poured a lifetime of contempt into his enunciation of the word wizard.
 
   “It was only a kiss,” the lancer cried.  “That was all.  Thought she’d be grateful looking like she does, with those scars.  Many a girl would be pleased to have Jolim Half-yard show an interest in them.”
 
   Thom watched the emotions traverse Niarmit’s features.  A cold fury filled her eyes which made him quake even though it wasn’t directed at him. The priestess looked across at Hepdida with an unspoken question.  The servant girl shook her head and mouthed no, but then looked down at her knees when she realised her opinion had not swayed Niarmit’s intention.
 
   “Sergeant Jolander, the mistress Hepdida is not simply my companion, nor a servant I have befriended.”
 
   “No, don’t,” Hepdida made a last attempt to stay Niarmit’s words.
 
   “She is my cousin.  My uncle the bishop Udecht, is her father.”
 
   The information sent a ripple around the company.  Some, shocked at the indiscretion of a prelate, others reflecting on their own behaviour towards one now revealed to be of the royal line of Eadran the Vanquisher.
 
   It was Quintala who probed the permutations most rapidly.  “So Gregor and Udecht both sired bastards, no offence meant your Majesty.”
 
   “None taken, seneschal,” Niarmit gave a stiff nod.
 
   “And, while Udecht still lives, this girl here is third in line to the Kingdom of the Salved.  Should the good Bishop perish, then she becomes your heir.”  The half-elf could not contain her laughter. “Oh my, this is too rich.  Who would have thought such a happy circumstance could befall.  Oh we must hasten to present her at my brother’s court. While I can barely wait to see you claim your overlordship on him, your Majesty, still more stupendous would be…. Oh please let me be the one to explain to Prince Rugan who the mistress, no that is to say who the Princess Hepdida is.”
 
   The Princess Hepdida was scowling unhappily and her royal cousin was equally unimpressed by the seneschal’s amusement.  “Quintala, I did not reveal this now to give you another weapon in whatever battles you wish to play out with your half-brother.  I let it be known simply so that those in this company will treat my cousin with due deference and respect.”
 
   “I didn’t know!” the lancer cried backing away.
 
   “By the Goddess, fetch me a gelding knife,” Jolander roared.  “Laying your hands, no your foul mouth on a royal personage.”
 
   “I didn’t know!” The screech was higher pitched now as though the gelding knife had already bit home.
 
   “Jolim Half-yard,” Jolander spat.  “Jolim Quarter-foot by the time I’m done with you.  Count yourself lucky if I leave you enough to save you pissing on your boots every day for the rest of your life.” 
 
   The unfortunate lancer was whimpering now. His nearest companions moved in quickly, seizing his arms to prevent him fleeing the advancing sergeant’s incandescent fury.
 
    “No,” Hepdida called. “Don’t hurt him.  Not now.  He frightened me it’s true, but nothing more harmful than that. Aren’t there too many enemies out there for us to waste time fighting and wounding each other?”
 
   “He should be punished, mistress, I mean your Highness.”  Jolander insisted. 
 
   “Don’t call me that, I’m Hepdida.  I’m no different than I was five minutes ago.  I think Jolim has learnt a lesson already.”
 
   “This is a matter of military discipline, your Highness.”
 
   “My cousin is right.  This is not the time or place for such matters,” Niarmit said.    “If we all survive the journey to Rugan’s court then, Sergeant, you can have a military hearing.  Always assuming that is, that there are not then more pressing matters demanding our attention.  For now, I’d like to know what the appearance of these creatures means.” She turned to Thom.  “You know something of the enemies’ methods Thom, what should we make of these creatures? They are the same kind you used to shepherd in Maelgrum’s service?”
 
   “Yes, your Majesty, they are that but that begs the question. Where are the shepherds this time?”
 
   “I’m looking at one,” Tordil dourly observed.
 
   “As the Seneschal kindly pointed out, my shepherding in this instance is limited to brushing zombie remains off my clothes and out of my hair.  Whatever wizardly shepherds raised and drove these creatures they have been poor wardens of their flock.”
 
   “There could be wizards out there in the night watching us, having driven the undead to attack us here?” Jolander gave the invisible horizon a speculative scrutiny.  
 
   Thom shook his head.  “These were not driven by anything but hunger and vestigial memory.”
 
   “Memory? I thought they had no mind or will?” Tordil said.
 
   “In faith the Goddess’s blessing has destroyed all the evidence but before my lady Niarmit turned them to dust I saw enough to know.  These were some of the refugees from that caravan, raised as walking corpses, and from the wounds upon them they were themselves slain by zombies, bitten and clawed to death.”
 
   “It was zombies that attacked the caravan? And then the dead walked away as zombies?” Jolander struggled with the image.
 
   “Yes, except these ones stumbled back hungry to the site of their death.”
 
   “There were no more than fifty here, but there were a thousand at least in the caravan,” Quintala said.
 
   “Then there are nine hundred and fifty corpses added to whatever dire force it was that overran the caravan in the first place.”
 
   “By the Goddess an army that creates its own re-enforcements from the bodies of its victims. What blasphemy!”  The Sergeant shook his head like a wet dog. 
 
   “Where is this army?” Niarmit asked.
 
   Thom thought for a moment. “The caravan was over-run at night.  The likeliest time would be the night before last.  These creatures escaped control and staggered back to get here tonight.  Whatever force it is must be but a day away, ahead of us, since we have not passed them yet, and travelling slowly.” He frowned, thinking back to the long marches he had made in Marwella’s service.  “The undead are not easy to direct, and the fact that such a large group have got free of the necromancers’ control suggests they are struggling to keep a reign on their flock.”  
 
   “How could an undead force from the horde at Sturmcairn get ahead of us so quickly and un-noticed?”  Tordil asked.
 
   “It couldn’t.”
 
   “So that means….”  The elf captain began to assemble the pieces.
 
   “This is a different force, a new foe coming up from the South, from Undersalve.”  Niarmit beat him to it.
 
   “They’d be heading into the underbelly of Rugan’s domain,” Thom added.
 
   The priestess sucked in a contemplative breath, before addressing Quintala.  “We must ride hard to warn your brother, Seneschal. We can get a few hours rest, but we break camp at midnight.” 
 
    
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The council of war had all but finished when the orc unwisely spoke up.  “Why we wait when half breed coward skulks in hills?”  He stood up and slammed his fist against his shoulder for emphasis. “Chief Nagbadesh and Redfang tribe flush him out, teach him and his human slaves what orcish steel can do.  I let Rugan read my name written with his entrails, if half-elf scum have enough guts for it.”  He hur-hurred at his boastful orcish wit and glanced around the table for an echo of approval from the assembled captains.  None came. 
 
   Odestus surveyed the silent assembly from his position at the foot of the table.  The evening torches guttered and spat, casting a hideous flickering shadow of the orc against the stone walls.  Nagbadesh was one of his creatures, leader of a tribe he had brought haltingly out of the captured province of Undersalve.  The short but muscular orc was an unusual chieftain in a race where physical size was the foremost of virtues.  Still Nagbadesh had flung off many taller and broader challengers for his title.  With his rival Hulgrid of the Blackskulls reduced to a headless stone statue in the outer bailey of Listcairn castle, it seemed Nagbadesh thought the time ripe to assert his own and his tribe’s supremacy,
 
    Nagbadesh glared at the unresponsive gathering.  Odestus had noted the chieftain’s fondness for standing when others were sitting.  It gave him a rare opportunity to look down on them, an opportunity he exploited now.  His amber eyed gaze shifted from face to face while his grey green physiognomy twisted into a scowl of disgust.  
 
   Chief Porgud had killed five others in unarmed single combat en route to succeeding Hulgrid as leader of the Blackskulls.  But he found something of great interest in the inlaid edge of the council table, rather than return the Redfang leader’s stare.
 
   Vesten the pale human secretary, devoid of martial prowess or skills of command and present here only at Odestus’s insistence, gazed anywhere and everywhere but at the glowering orc. 
 
   The nomad captains, comrades in arms of Nagbadesh from the victory at Bledrag field five years earlier, exchanged glances between themselves, in preference to any sign of fellowship with Nagbadesh’s stance.
 
   Only Barnuck and Willem, seated either side of the council’s hooded and masked leader would meet the short one’s gaze.  The former, chieftain of the Bonegrinders, glared back with a fierce intensity, his own grey lips curling in contempt.  The latter, a hardened career criminal and survivor of fifteen years beyond the barrier, eyed the angry orc with confident disdain.
 
   “I see you cowards too.” Nagbadesh spat.  “We wait here when there is half breed flesh and human blood to feed on in the hills.  Your blood is cold, Rugan has stolen fire from your veins, or maybe…”
 
   He swung his gaze upon the council leader, braving the masked sparkle of her hidden eyes, intent on some further rejoinder.  The mood around the table abruptly shifted.  Calculated indifference froze into breath holding expectation, as they perceived a line about to be crossed.  
 
   Nagbadesh was stopped short of any unwise utterance by Dema rising to her feet between Willem and Barnuck.  The hood slipped from her head so the crowning glory of snakes stirred into instant hissing wakefulness. Her right hand snapped up, not to the hilt of her sword, but to the gauze mask across her eyes.  At the gesture, Nagbadesh shut his own eyes and turned his head to the side.  
 
   “You forget to whom you speak, Chief Nagbadesh, and by whose authority you are permitted to speak,” the Medusa barked.  “While you stumbled through failures in burning elven forests and the cloying swamp of the Saeth levels, I routed the army of Nordsalve with but three hundred soldiers.  We sit at council in the untakeable fortress of Listcairn, which my force captured unaided while yours floundered through marsh piss and shit.  I am not used to having my judgement questioned least of all in my own council.  Perhaps I have made a mistake in having but a single orcish statue for my courtyard.   Should Hulgrid’s headless monument need a matched pair I see now where it will come from.”   
 
   Nagbadesh persisted but his challenge became a piteous whine.  “Why we wait? Redfangs need battle. Battle and blood.”
 
   “That they shall have in plenty, when battle comes your place shall be in the vanguard, Nagbadesh.  But this foe we seek is no fool. There are tricks and traps he has planned for us in the hills.  We shall draw him down onto the plain but at a time of our choosing, time when it is our trap that is the one being closed.”
 
   “Season is late, lady.  We wait, we not get another chance.”
 
   “One chance is all I need before the winter rains come.  We will trample our path into Medyrsalve before the winter Goddess feast, bridging the mud and snow with the corpses of Rugan’s force.”
 
   This promise drew a raucous table thumping cheer from the other chiefs and Dema gave a nod of satisfaction. “Now, go about your business.  Hold your positions, despite the tempting taunts of Rugan’s skirmishers.  I will send word of where we move and when, but be certain there will be blood and victory enough for all of you.”
 
   The chiefs both human and orcish filed out. Odestus gave a quick nod in Vesten’s direction and the secretary bowed low before following the captains out, leaving Dema and Odestus alone.  “A word if you would, dear Dema,” Odestus asked.  He waved towards a side door. “I have ordered a table set for dinner in the ante-chamber.”
 
   The Medusa’s mask shifted slightly as she raised a hidden eyebrow.  She flicked her hood up to calm her reptilian coiffure and replied, “I had thought, little wizard, that you were the guest and I the host.  Is this invitation a reproach for my unhospitable behaviour this last week?”
 
   “There are matters I would discuss with you, please,” he insisted deferentially.   
 
   “Our Master’s business?”
 
   “That too.”
 
   Still she hesitated. “It has been a long day little wizard, I had in mind to retire early to my chambers.”
 
   Now it was Odestus’s turn to raise an eyebrow and hers to scowl at his doubt. Though he said nothing, she heard him well enough.  “Don’t begrudge me my pleasures, little wizard, they have been well earned.”
 
   He shrugged and held open the door to the ante-chamber.  “It is not my place to question how you employ your slave, but be wary not to turn him to stone again. I will not answer for his chances of a second complete restoration of health and vigour.” He paused. “He is completely restored?”
 
    Dema swept past him towards the adjoining chamber.  “This business of yours, little wizard, let us be about it and quickly so.”  
 
   He winced at her brusque manner and resolved to drop all allusion to the sensitive subject of her bed slave.  A simple square table was set for two; a servant hovered beside it bearing a carafe of wine.  The liquid surface shivered with his nerves. 
 
   Odestus, shut the door softly while the Medusa took her seat.  The neck of the carafe rattled against the glass as the servant poured, a few drops spilling onto the table.  “It is your favourite vintage, my dear.  I brought it with me from Undersalve,” the wizard assured her.  “I think you will find the meal precisely to your tastes.”
 
   “Are you trying to seduce me little wizard?” she goaded.  
 
   “No,” he sat down sulkily.  “But you are mocking me.”
 
   She shrugged.  “Then you shouldn’t radiate such obvious disapproval for the way I treat my slave, my property.  If you insist on being the pompous parent glowering disapproval then don’t be surprised if I play the petulant child.” 
 
   Odestus waved the servant away with a command to bring the first dish.  “I have never questioned you before in military matters…”
 
   “But you are about to do so now!”
 
   “Do you think it wise to allow the good Captain slave Kimbolt such freedom to roam the fortress to survey our force and our defences?”
 
   The Medusa sampled the wine, wrinkling her nose unhappily at the rich flavour.  “There is no harm in Kimbolt,” she asserted.
 
   “He is neither an oafish villager or a hardened outlander exile, Dema.  He was, he is, a Captain of the Guard from Sturmcairn.  Remember, it was one of his predecessors that escorted us into exile and certain death two decades ago. He is a soldier of the Salved Kingdom.”
 
   “He is a soldier yes, as am I, but there is no Salved kingdom anymore.  Our Master’s writ runs in the streets of Morwencairn and a new order is come to the Petred Isle. Kimbolt has learned he must fight and fend for himself, for his own best interest, just as we did.”  She jabbed her finger at the table by way of emphasis.  “All soldiers are mercenaries, some just take a little longer to realise it.”
 
   Odestus leaned away from the Medusa’s ferocious defence of her pet captain.  “Does he remember anything? Does he remember anything of the accident which necessitated my intervention, how he might nearly have been stuck as a permanent companion piece for poor Hulgrid.”
 
   Dema looked at him over her glass, the disquieting sparkle of her eyes stilling his blood even through the gauze, yet he did not turn aside.  “How far is his memory returning? What does he recall?” Odestus insisted.
 
   Dema tossed the wine back with a single grimacing swallow.  “Of the accident? Nothing.   Of his past life? Much, but all of it seen through the lens of soldiering and service.  He has his purpose and he is content.” 
 
   “His purpose?” Odestus left the question hanging for a moment while Dema’s mouth bent into a grimace. 
 
   “Do not mock me, little wizard.  I did not think you laid on this occasion simply to berate me about my love life.”
 
   “Indeed not,” Odestus agreed while still unwilling to broach the issue at the heart of his thinking.  The servant’s arrival with the main dishes afforded him a moment’s grace to select a suitable gambit.  He was pleased to see the rich steak had been prepared to his precise instructions.  While his was well done, browned to the point of burnt, hers sat glistening in a puddle of its own red juices.  He gathered assorted vegetables from the side dishes while marshalling his thoughts.  Before he could speak, however, Dema had summoned the servant back.
 
   “Take this away,” she commanded.  “It is overcooked.” 
 
   Odestus spluttered over his plate.  “Dema, any less cooked and it would be raw!”
 
   She looked at him in puzzlement and gave an indifferent shrug.  “This is not how I like it.”
 
   “You didn’t used…” he began, but then stopped.  It was five years since their separation when he had been despatched by their Master to the invasion and enslavement of Undersalve.  Dema’s magically transformed body had withstood the march of years which had polished his scalp and broadened his girth, but perhaps her tastes had changed.
 
   They were silent for a moment, long experience usually made such periods comfortable.  They had no need of prattling empty chatter to be at ease in each other’s company.  But this time there was a different harder edge to the silence, each aware that in some way they had disappointed the other.  Odestus was relieved when Dema cracked a tangential question.  “This necromancer of yours, what was his name?”
 
   “Galen.”
 
   “Is he your equal in wizardry?”
 
   Odestus shrugged.  “I am a sorcerer, he a necromancer.  The two schools cannot easily be compared.  But he is an arrogant bastard and would rate himself my equal at least.”
 
   “And it is this arrogant bastard who shepherds the re-enforcements for our destruction of the half-elf and his host?”
 
   When Odestus gave a shrug of unconvincing acquiescence Dema probed more deeply.  “Is he equal to the task our Master has set him? Much of our fortune hangs on him travelling the path you cleared with greater speed and fewer losses.”
 
   “He has enjoyed some recent success.  Our Master is pleased with him. Has Maelgrum not told you this?”  Odestus’s brow furrowed at the uncharacteristic ignorance of the Medusa.
 
   Dema shrugged.  “Our Master does not talk to me anymore.”  She pulled a black medallion on a cord from about her neck.  “It has been some weeks since this has warmed to herald our Master’s instructions.  All that I know of his plans I hear from you.”
 
   Odestus nodded slowly, aware of how much of Maelgrum’s instructions he had had to relay to the Medusa of late.  “What has brought you into the Master’s dis-favour?”
 
   She laughed out loud, deeply amused at the suggestion, but further discussion was suspended at the servant’s return with a blood red steak which had barely glimpsed the searing heat of the pan.  Servant and Odestus exchanged incredulous glances as the Medusa inspected the dish and judged it fit for her consumption but only just so.  Even when they were alone again conversation did not readily resume as Dema first hacked huge chunks off her steak and then, impatiently seized the whole in her hands and bit out a hunk of the barely dead meat.
 
   When Odestus spoke again, it was in part at least to slow the unedifying spectacle.  “So, Dema, why does Maelgrum no longer share his confidences with you?”
 
   She swallowed hard and faced him, with blood running down her chin.  The answer when it came was as great a surprise as her transformed table manners and altered tastes.  “Maelgrum is scared of me.”
 
   Now it was his turn to laugh, to laugh at what was clearly a joke, but she did not laugh back.  She faced him still, chewing carefully on some morsel of deep red meat, the mauled steak in her hands held poised for another assault.
 
   “Maelgrum fears you?” 
 
   She shrugged indifferent to his belief or disbelief and lowered her mouth once more upon the meat.
 
   “How can he fear you? What harm could you do our Master?”
 
   “He fears what I know,” she mumbled through a mouthful of flesh. “Fears what I might tell him and what he might do because of it.  That is why he will not talk to me anymore.  Maelgrum and I have exchanged our last words.”
 
   He shook his head incredulously.  “How, what can you know? Dema this is insane, tell me. Tell me what it is he fears to hear.”
 
   “I can’t?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’m afraid, Odestus. I’m afraid to speak to you of it, and yet I long to tell you.”
 
   There was anguish in her voice which he ached to soothe.  He reached for her bloody hands trying to ignore the juices of her barely cooked repast.  “Dema, we have been through enough in our lives together and apart that you can tell me anything.”
 
   For a long moment she looked at him and he held the discomforting sparkle of her shielded eyes, feeling the stillness that assailed his senses, the blood curdling in his veins, yet still he held her gaze.  At last she shook her head and shook off his hands.  “There are some things, little wizard, that cannot be told.  Not yet, perhaps not ever, not even to you.”  She stood up, shaking off his grasp. “Thank you for a lovely dinner. Now if you’ll excuse me, that meat has put me in the mood for more.  I have a guard captain to fuck.”
 
   His thoughts would not assemble quickly enough to reply before she was gone; his great issue was left unraised.  He reached in his robes and drew out the bottle of luminous orange liquid.  Dema had posed him a question twenty years earlier and now, in this bottle, the frustrating and fractured search for a solution had finally reached its fruition.  The only question he had wanted to ask had been, was she still interested in the answer?
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Did you have to tell them?” Hepdida asked softly.  “About me, about whom I am?”
 
   At first the girl wondered if she had spoken loud enough to be heard, for Niarmit made no reply.  The two cousins lay flat on the ground behind a gnarled tree root.  The priestess’s attention remained fixed on the distant canvas city.  The flaming braziers and campfires around the uneven conurbation of tents and pens lit up the lowering night clouds in a flicker of inconstant orange.  A momentary strengthening of the soft breeze in their faces brought another stench of fresh death to their nostrils.
 
   Hepdida coughed a quiet retch into the palm of her hand, drawing a sharp look of reproach from her cousin. “Sorry,” she mouthed.
 
   Niarmit bent her head close to whisper in the younger girl’s ear. “We may be downwind of them, but we don’t know what other awareness they may have besides a zombie sense of smell?  If you must be here it is best to be quiet. I could have waited alone.” 
 
   “I didn’t want to stay back there.”
 
   Niarmit pursed her lips and then hissed back, “But that is why I told them, so you could stay safely with Jolander and his lancers.  You cannot always be at my side.  It is neither safe nor wise.  Now they know you are like me, you can be sure of their respect and protection.”
 
   “I am not like you, not at all like you.”
 
   Niarmit’s eyebrows flickered upwards, the faint movement barely perceptible in the midnight darkness.  She spoke quickly and softly. “You have lived a life of lies because your father could not keep his vows and your mother could not keep her honour, in consequence of which you have been cast into a world of danger and obligation which you had never expected.  I would say you are just like me.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “Hush, child and keep watch for their return.”
 
   They were quiet for many minutes.  The hard ground numbed Hepdida’s senses, but she would not risk her cousin’s displeasure by moving so much as a muscle.  Just when she thought she might never feel her legs again, Niarmit broke the silence. “They are taking too long.  By the Goddess let it not have gone ill with them.”
 
   “Tordil does not like Thom.”
 
   “What of it?  Tordil is a consummate scout and Thom knows the ways of these creatures and their masters.  Who else would you have had me send?”   
 
   “Tordil does not like Thom.  He doubts him always.”
 
   “They are both wise enough to put petty personal differences aside.   If any mischance has occurred it will not have been a falling out between them.  Hold!”
 
   There was a noise to their right, a cracking of a twig. Niarmit shot into a low battle stance, her ancient sword sliding smoothly from the scabbard on her back. Hepdida, scuffled stiff-leggedly half upright.
 
   “Rest easy,” the illusionist’s voice re-assured them as Thom materialised from the darkness creeping along in a low crouch with the elf Captain at his shoulder.
 
   “Did you get lost?” Hepdida asked.  “Why are you skulking up on us from the wrong direction?”
 
   “This noisy oaf would have a hoard of zombies at our heels if I would let him.  We had to lose them in a gully and work our way round to get back here without a pack of them for company,” Tordil growled.     
 
   “It is an ill-disciplined camp,” Thom offered his own interpretation of events.  “Their undead pens are insecure and a few of the creatures have escaped to roam beyond the camp limits.  A handful smelled us out but I managed to bend their wills to another purpose long enough for our escape”
 
   “We’ll not discuss it here,” Niarmit hissed.  “Let us get back to Quintala and the others and you can both tell all then.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt preferred it when the snakes were covered, but some nights Dema liked to give them their freedom.  While the writhing and hissing of the serpents was always in tune with the Medusa’s mood, he was unsure how far the creatures were truly subordinate to her will.  There were moments when the sibilant chorus was in precise harmony with the pitch of Dema’s arousal, but nonetheless Kimbolt kept his hands well below her shoulders lest an over excited snake should inflict a celebratory but lethal bite upon him.
 
   Now the beasts were hissing a soft purr, all passion spent.  The absence of the sparkle of blue through the gauze mask showed that Dema’s hidden eyes were closed, her thoughts and sight elsewhere. For a long moment they were both lost in silent separate intimacy.  Then she got off him and pulled a robe around her cool bare skin.
 
   He pushed up on his elbows, contriving as he did so to fling the sheet across himself.  She sat in the deep window alcove with her back to him.  The hood of her robe was flicked up and she gripped herself with arms folded in a fierce hug.
 
   “Mistress Dema?”
 
   He pulled his crumpled tunic from a pile of discarded clothing on the floor and tugged it impatiently over head and arms.   Then he padded across the stone floor, as cool beneath his feet as his mistress’s body.  She must have heard him.   She heard everything. The softest falling of a silk handkerchief on thick carpet was still audible to the Medusa’s heightened senses.  But she did not turn round, even when he was close enough for his breath to ruffle the thin material of her bedrobe.
 
   “Dema?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Have I displeased you?”  
 
   She spun round at that.  Her sparkling half hidden gaze met his eyes and he looked away quickly. The mere echo of her masked sight sent his stomach tumbling in a wave of nausea.  Carefully he turned his head back, letting his field of vision rise as high as her lips, the lips so soft and human in brutal contrast to the monstrous aspect from her cheekbones upwards. 
 
   Her mouth opened in a sharp retort.  “Why do you ask, Captain?”
 
   “You seem….” He hesitated.  For a creature of such varied and volatile moods it was difficult to identify what was normal and, by contrast, bring definition to a sense that something ailed her.  Her lips, sealed and straight in a thin unsmiling line, gave him no encouragement.  “You seem unsettled, Mistress.  Is it some failing of mine?”
 
   She gave a haughty sniff.  “The arrogance of men is limitless.  To assume that responsibility for all things good or ill must always lie with them.  There are other concerns in my life, Captain, beyond the quality of your modest accomplishments in the bed chamber.” 
 
   He winced at the rebuke, but was comforted by the fact that whatever fault had occurred it was not his.  She turned back to gaze at the camp fires of the assembled armies within and beyond the castle walls.  He reached for her shoulder, first letting his fingertips rest there then, when that elicited no shrugging dismissal, he settled his palm to give her a squeeze of reassurance.  She grabbed his hand with hers, always the shock of her cold skin, and gave him a complicit squeeze in return.
 
   “Who has displeased you? Is there anything you would have me do?”
 
   She laughed at that.  “Noble Kimbolt the bed slave, freed from guilt and so released and ready to take up arms in my defence.  Would you strike down Nagbadesh and all the Redfangs for me?”
 
   “I would,” he gulped, biting back bitterness at her belittling tone. “Nagbadesh is unsoldierly.”
 
   She pulled him down beside her in the alcove and looked him in the face, head cocked to one side in curiosity.  “How so, brave Captain?”
 
   “He posts his guards in pairs too far apart.  The line between their vantage points is too great and the guards are allowed to talk and be a distraction to each other.  A spy or an attacker could easily sneak through his leaky cordon.”
 
   She nodded slowly. “Indeed, you see much in your wonderings and from this vantage point, Captain.”
 
   “Is that how Nagbadesh has displeased you?”
 
   She shook her head with a sigh. “Even an impatient and unsoldierly orc is no more than a pimple on the arse of my displeasure.”
 
   “I am sorry that you are so troubled. Surely this is your time of triumph, victor of many extraordinary battles, commander now of a far greater force.  Is not your ambition on the point of fulfilment?”
 
   She gave a snort of derision. “And what follows fulfilment, Kimbolt?  What is left next but oblivion? Is not every triumph to be followed by disaster?”
 
   “Dema? What is this doubt which ails you?”
 
   “Doubt?” she laughed at that.  “Yes doubt is a sickness and I have the cure.  Come Kimbolt.” She rose, and pulled him back towards the bed.  “Come give me some certainties to ease my doubt.”
 
   He followed, rising to her challenge.  He hoped she would keep the snakes covered.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Wait my Princess.”  It was Kaylan who stopped her with a firm but humble admonition.  “Your cousin needs a moment alone.”
 
   Hepdida rounded on the thief. “She is upset, I want to go to her.”
 
   He shook his head.  “She is angry and if you go to her you will only draw her fury like a lone tree draws lightning.” 
 
   “I don’t care about her anger.”
 
   “But she will. She will care tomorrow and be sorry for the things she would say to you.  Do not go to her when she is angry and provoke for her yet more cause for guilt and self-reproach.”
 
   Hepdida hesitated.  Ahead of her Niarmit paced back and forth beyond the camp perimeter, her head shaking, her fingers clenching and unclenching.  Occasionally the priestess would stop and glare at the crescent moon low on the horizon.  
 
   “Come, sit down, my Princess,” the footpad urged as he sat cross-legged on the ground. 
 
   “I want to help her.”
 
   “Then wait until she wants your help.  Just being here is all you can do for now.”  He patted the ground beside him and this time she accepted his invitation.
 
   “Here, for you my Princess.”
 
   He passed her a tiny carving, scarce bigger than her thumb.  She turned it over in her hands.  
 
   “It’s a cat,” he said at length.
 
   “Oh I know, Kaylan,” she said hurriedly.  “I could always tell, I was just amazed at how well it was done.  You’ve even carved the fur.”
 
   “Keep it,” he closed her fingers over the small gift and pulled a fresh fragment of timber from his pocket.  “This one, I think will be a sheep.”  He worked his knife into the grain, swiftly creating the crude outline animal shape on which to base the finer work.
 
   “You are very clever with your hands,” she said.
 
   “All thieves are clever with their hands, my Princess.  And I have had plenty of time for whittling when your cousin has been struck by these moods.”
 
   “Why is she so angry Kaylan?  We knew what kind of army we were tracking.”
 
   “Not all of it we didn’t, my Princess, not all of it.”
 
   Hepdida racked her memory for what insignificant element in Tordil and Thom’s report had triggered her cousin’s distress.  “We knew there were zombies and wizards, we knew some of the zombies were from the refugee caravan.  We might have guessed there were orcs. There are always orcs. And everyone knows that the desert nomads ride with orcs these days.  There was nothing new in this.”
 
   “Tordil reckoned their force numbered twelve thousand, five thousand of them the unrested dead, including as you say the risen refugees.  The orcs another four thousand, the nomads perhaps two.”
 
   “Tordil said three thousand nomads.”
 
   “No,” Kaylan corrected her.  “Tordil said three thousand humans, two thousand are nomads aye.”
 
   “And the rest?”
 
   Kaylan struck smoothly at his latest sculpture for several seconds.  When he spoke again she thought at first he had changed the subject.  “There was a man, a boy really, that the Lady Niarmit was once most fond of.”
 
   Hepdida leant in, intrigued by the promise of a tale which might open a window on her cousin’s past.
 
   “They were to be wed.   It would have been a great union.  An assured future for Undersalve, blessed by everybody up to and including the Goddess.  The new young Royal line of Undersalve, joined to one of the most ancient houses in the province. There was much to celebrate when the prancing bear of the house of Prince Matteus was set to join the black eagle of..”
 
   “The black eagle? That was one of the shields Tordil saw in the camp!”
 
   “Just so.”  Kaylan focussed on the head of his carving as Hepdida’s thought processes ran their course.
 
   “Then the boy, her fiancé, he is there in the camp, serving the enemy!”
 
   Kaylan shook his head quickly.  “Not the boy no, he is dead. I…..  he died.   But it seems his father marches with the enemy.  His father who once bent his knee to Prince Matteus and kissed your cousin’s hand, marches as an ally with orcs, nomads and the risen dead, many of whom I’ll warrant were once his neighbours or his vassals.”
 
   “Why? Why would anyone do that? Why betray your own people? Why side with the enemy?”
 
   Kaylan shrugged, “greed or fear, often both.  They are the great motivators of human kind. Trust me. I’m a thief. I know.  But while I have been a thief as long as I recall, I have never been a collaborator.”  He spat on the ground for emphasis.
 
   “She’s coming back.”  Hepdida rose to her feet as Niarmit began striding back towards the camp.
 
   Kaylan, standing quickly next to her, muttered, “say nothing to your cousin of the boy of the black eagle.  He was the cause of much pain to her, to her and to me.”
 
   As Niarmit drew near, the thief bowed low.  “Your Majesty.”  His courtesy prompted Hepdida into an inelegant curtsy which brought the priestess up in nonplussed shock.  
 
   “A ragged camp downwind of a zombie horde is no place for such formality you pair of fools.”
 
   “Sorry, Niarmit,” Hepdida apologised.
 
   “Likewise, your Majesty,” Kaylan replied without rising from his bow.
 
   “Kaylan, I will cuff your ears.  My name is Niarmit!”
 
   “Of course your….” The thief stopped himself for a moment, his brow furrowed in perplexity. “er… my lady?” He offered a hopeful compromise.
 
   Niarmit scowled and strode on.  Hepdida fell in step beside her while Kaylan followed a full three paces behind.   The others were waiting at the rainbow hued campfire.  “You have recovered your composure I see,” Quintala observed drily.
 
   “Forgive me,” Niarmit replied.  “Our scouts’ report stirred an old memory of a deep ….. a deep ingratitude whose power to wound I had mistakenly thought was now entirely spent.”
 
   “Then it is we who should seek forgiveness.” Tordil gave Thom a nudge with his elbow as he replied, clearly indicating which of the pair of scouts he felt needed to shoulder the greater part of the blame.
 
   “No harm is done, think no more on it the pair of you, please. We must confirm our course of action.  We know from Seneschal Quintala that Listcairn has fallen to the enemy and that Prince Rugan is marching to assault it, he may already have done so.”
 
   There was an abrupt laugh from the half-elf cut short at Niarmit’s scowl of rebuke.  “My brother is not one to act in haste,” Quintala assured them.  “I think we will find Listcairn still unmarked by his engines of war.”
 
   “Even so, Kaylan has told of nomads roaming North of the Hadrans in the southern Marches of Prince Rugan’s province.  They are led by the man we knew as the self-styled governor of Undersalve, though Tordil and the scouts of Hershwood assure us his name is Odestus.”
 
   “Another wizard returned untimely from exile beyond the barrier,” Tordil interjected bringing a blush of red to Thom’s cheeks.
 
   “And now,” Niarmit went on.  “We have this force marching up the Eastern bank of the Saeth bringing more power than Rugan knows to his opponent.  Our priority must be to warn Rugan.  If we can get to him quickly enough there may be yet a chance for him to attack these foes separately, striking before they can combine and so destroying them in detail.”
 
   “A sound strategy, your Majesty,” Jolander agreed.
 
   “We would need to strike East and ride up the foothills of the Palacintas, if we are to work our way around them,” Tordil said.
 
   “Indeed, two days hard riding should do it.  Let us get some sleep.  Tordil, Sergeant set double guards tonight. I want no surprises from wondering zombies or their recalcitrant shepherds.”
 
   “I’ll join the first watch,” Quintala offered.  
 
   “Me too!” Hepdida volunteered to some amused surprise from the gathering.  “Why not?” she queried their incredulity.
 
   “You are a princess,” Jolander gave an explanation he clearly believed was not just sufficient but complete.
 
   “And Niarmit is the Queen, but you let her stand watch.”
 
   “She’s a brave girl, Sergeant.” Quintala said.  “I’d be proud to have her stand watch with me, and keep me from falling asleep.”  At the Seneschal’s interjection the objections of the others evaporated.  Hepdida harboured a faint suspicion that the Seneschal had been mocking her.  She had never seen the half-elf asleep or even showing signs of fatigue.  She seemed as tireless as her half-cousins the elves, unlikely to need aid from a new made princess.  Nonetheless, Hepdida muttered a quick thank you to which the half-elf gave a demure nod. About them the rest of the group busied themselves for the business of standing watch or turning in.
 
   They had chosen a shallow wadi for their camp.  A twist in the dried up river bed had created a natural trench some twenty yards wide bent into a semicircle.  It was a place in which a score of horses and their riders could remain entirely hidden from view save for someone walking up or down the river bed or stumbling over the embankment.   
 
   “We’ll take the Western end,” Quintala announced, while lancers and elves stationed themselves at the high sides of the enclosure.  A man could lie with his head peeping over the earthen parapet, the rest of him completely concealed from view.  Yet they could still see across the broad plain towards the shallow rise which separated them from the horde of orcs and undead.  Only the eerie orange glow to the clouds hinted at the presence of their distant foe.
 
   The ends of the tubular camp were open.  The empty river channel meandered away into the night, its bed a little muddy as a trickle of water heralded the approaching winter rainy season.  Quintala sat down on the outer edge of the bend in the absent river’s course.  Here the faster flowing water had eaten into the bank to create an overhang beneath which one could find shelter and still keep an eye on the camp to the left and the rest of the channel to the right from whence an attacker might come creeping in the night.
 
   Hepdida sat down beside the silver haired half-elf, and strained her eyes to peer into the gloom.  “I can see nothing,” she confessed.
 
   “My eyes can see enough for both of us,” the Seneschal assured her.  “But if you make sure not to look towards the campfire you’ll find your night vision gets passably clear, for a human at least.”
 
   “Thank you.” It was the longest exchange the half-elf had granted Hepdida since she had come, Goddess sent, to their party’s rescue on the bank of the great Nevers River.  
 
   “It is the wadi you are supposed to be watching, not me,” Quintala said a while later, without turning her own attention from the object of their guard duty
 
   “I’m sorry,” Hepdida stammered, realising that she had been staring at the half-elf’s cheek and ear while her thoughts raced round in circles.  “It’s just that I…”
 
   “You’ve never sat down with a half-breed before,” Quintala completed the sentence inaccurately, but with such amused certainty that Hepdida dared not correct her. “That’s not surprising. There are only two of us in the whole Petred Isle, perhaps in the whole world. If our leader’s plans bear fruit, you shall have met the full set before two more nights have fallen.”
 
   “You don’t like Niarmit do you?” 
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “What’s not to like, a bastard Queen and her cousin the bastard Princess, served by a bastard Seneschal.  One has to admire the Goddess’s rich sense of humour.”
 
   “Your father…”  Hepdida began a question but again the half-elf anticipated her words.
 
   “Never married my mother. I’m sure he would have, if they had let him.  They let her marry my brother’s father, but then he was a prince, just about noble enough.”  
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why? It wasn’t your doing.  It was all a long time before you were born. My father’s been dead two hundred years now.”
 
   “My father might be dead, my other father that is.  My step-father he was killed by an orc, but my real father might be dead too.”
 
   “Bishop Udecht? He’s not dead.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   Quintala gave her a quizzical look.  “Our royal leader carries not just the mark of the Helm and the sword of the father, she carries also the Royal Ankh.  Its lustrous gem tracks the life of the royal heir.  Improbable as it might seem, that heir is her uncle and your father the philandering Bishop Udecht.  If he had died the Ankh would have told her.”
 
   “How? Does it speak?”
 
   “No, a flash of heat and light.   It is not a signal that can be easily mistaken.”
 
   “She might not have told me.”
 
   The half-elf opened her mouth to speak and then changed her mind.  In the pause Hepdida sprang a question.  “Was your father a good man, Quintala?”
 
   The Seneschal shrugged.  “I think he was a good man, he tried to do right by me for a short handful of decades before the Goddess took him.  I watched him age and wither, lit the funeral pyre myself.  What mayflies you humans are.”
 
   “I had two fathers, I’m not sure either of them was good.”
 
    “Goodness is over-rated, come we have a watch to keep.”  The half-elf turned back to her scanning of the river bed, her eyes alert her body still.  Hepdida settled stiffly beside her. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Easy your reverence, easy does it. These fellows have a light touch on their bowstrings.”
 
   Udecht was quite aware of his peril without Haselrig’s warning.  Four outlander guards stood in the corners of the room, bows drawn with arrows trained on the Bishop’s much shrunken frame.  Haselrig sat opposite him at the work bench, leaning forward curious but hesitant.
 
   The stimulus for this excess of caution was the artefact Udecht held in his hands, the Great Helm of Eadran the Vanquisher.  All knew that Udecht dare not wear the object.  His royal blood gave him some immunity from the enduring spells of protection which the Vanquisher had cast, sufficient to let him handle the Helm.  But should he try to usurp the rightful monarch by wearing it, he would be destroyed as his elder brother the traitor Prince Xander had been destroyed.
 
   However, all present had seen the blistering effect of the Helm when it came into contact with the Vanquisher’s enemies, the blasts of energy which could kill those close and stun those far away.  So no chances were to be taken as the Bishop manoeuvred the object to enable the antiquary’s closer inspection.
 
   “I’m hardly likely to throw this at you,” Udecht muttered glancing around at the taut bowstrings and the even tauter archers.
 
   “Even so, your reverence, set it down on the bench here.  There’s a few orcs now drinking in the eternal feasting halls that are telling a tale of how a mad bishop clubbed them into the afterlife with an old basinet.”
 
   “That was simply self-defence.”   Udecht set the Helm down on its back in the middle of the bench. It rolled a little to one side on the curved tail plate.  The Bishop reached forward instinctively to steady the item, but thought better of it with his fingers still an inch or so short of the metal.  There was a whisper of exhaled tension, and a creaking of slackened bowstrings around the room.    
 
    “It may have been self-defence, but it was in the midst of a prisoner’s escape attempt.” Haselrig reminded him as he lowered his head to peer more closely inside the Helm.  “Who’s to say you will not try to repeat the artifice?”
 
   Udecht shook the chain on his wrist drawing a complimentary rattle from the other end around the antiquary’s arm.  “I would be a fool to try to kill you, Haselrig, and land myself chained to a dead weight.”
 
   “Sound logic indeed, but there has been much lack of wisdom in your actions to date, your reverence.  Such folly would not be out of recent character for you.”
 
   “Says the man who betrayed an entire nation so he could become slave to an undead abomination.  I’ll take no lectures in wisdom from you Haselrig.” 
 
    The antiquary gave a weary sigh.  “Here, bring that lantern close, let us shine a light inside the Vanquisher’s dark place.”  Udecht did as he was bid, illuminating fully the inner surface of the Helm.  It was a simple basinet. A solid metal aventail provided some projection for the neck.  The frontispiece extended down as far as the tip of the nose, shielding the eyes with an unbroken sheet of metal which would effectively blindfold the wearer.  The light inside showed a lining of rich red leather, providing the Helmet’s wearer with some cushioning and comfort against the hard metal and any blow that might be struck against it.
 
   “The lining is perhaps not part of the magic. If you could peel it away there may be an inscription beneath that will make sense of its dweomer.”
 
   “You want me to put my hand inside that thing and try to tear it apart?  My I remind you that my unlamented brother put his head in it and two dozen orcs scrubbing have still not got the stain out of the marble throne room floor.”
 
   “My I remind you that we have thus far spent over a week in fruitless study and each sunset my Master’s disappointment is a shock to both of us,” Haselrig rattled the magical chain that bound them together.  “You will have marked no doubt how the lightning bolts which this binding conducts grow stronger with each day of failure.  There will come a time, before too long, when the persistence of our inadequacy will prove fatal.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of death.  You should have let him kill me when he wanted to.”
 
   “You’re an ungrateful sod. I risked my Master’s displeasure to intercede on your behalf, to save you from your brother’s fate.”
 
   “Why did you do that then, Haselrig?” Udecht challenged the antiquary.  “If I were to scratch away the sheen of your magnanimity I am sure I would find crude self-interest where it has always been, the beginning and the end of all your motivations.”
 
   Haselrig made no reply.  He gave the prisoner a cold glare of malevolence, which assured Udecht his words had struck home.  “What happened to you, Haselrig?  You were a priest once like me.  How could you turn so far from the path of the Goddess?”
 
   “It is my place to ask questions and yours to answer them,” Haselrig growled.
 
   “I know no more than you of the workings and the wielders of the Helm.”
 
   “You know much that you do not say, your reverence.  The secret passages into which you led your guards to their deaths at the assassins’ hands.  The self-same paths by which you led the intruders to their escape.  It would require the painful taking of many lives to recompense my Master for a betrayal of such magnitude and you have but one life with which to pay.”
 
   Udecht shrugged.  “My life has been a nightmare these past six weeks.  Death would be like waking up.”
 
   Haselrig gave a snort.  “You clearly know too little of death and nothing of dying. For now, we have a riddle to unravel, set by your ancestor.  Where in lies the power of this helm and how could it be unlocked?”
 
   “Peer into the blasted thing all you like Haselrig. You’ll get no help from me.”
 
   The antiquary turned to the nearest archer.  “Shoot him,” he said.  “Somewhere painful but not fatal.”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Abroath bowed low before Prince Rugan as his father had told him to.  “My name is Prior Abroath. I bring the host of Oostsalve to your aid, my Prince.”
 
   The Prince of Medyrsalve ran a thumb along his jaw, the black beard precisely trimmed despite the privations of an army camp on the march.  “How many men?” the half-elf demanded. 
 
   “Five thousand, your Highness.”
 
   “What kind of warriors?” Rugan queried sharply. Abroath felt the Prince’s keen scrutiny of his own monastic robes.
 
   “Hobelars, your highness and five hundred mounted archers.”
 
   “No knights? No cavalry!”  The Prince’s eyebrows shot up as high as the tips of his cusped ears. 
 
   “These are a mobile force, your Highness. We can ride to where we are most needed before we dismount to fight.”
 
   Rugan sighed.  “I had need of cavalry. There’s none can shatter an enemy like a charge of heavy horse.”
 
   “Indeed, your highness, but we may stand and hold a line against the foe.”
 
   “I need to break a line, not hold one. I have delayed precisely to await your re-enforcements that I may be sure of overwhelming force. We have this one chance to break into Morsalve before next spring.  Your father sends me half the force I expected with a priest to make his apology.”
 
   Abroath stood dumbly before the Prince’s ire.  He knew the arguments well enough, he had rehearsed them in his head so many times before conferences with his father.  The half-elf was pacing the tent, his swarthy complexion assuming a darker hue as he ruminated on their predicament.
 
   “Where is your father in this lad, and your brothers?”
 
   Abroath gulped.  His father was busily crating up the family treasures and clandestinely commissioning all the fast merchantmen for an escape to Salicia and the Eastern Lands.  His eldest brother drunk or gambling or both in an inn.  The other doubtless preoccupied in a whorehouse.  “My father is not well, your highness.  He is much troubled in his stomach.  He wished that my brothers stayed to comfort him.”
 
   “Your father’s belly is big enough to trouble several men, though I would think your priestly healing would avail him more than your brothers’ ribald humour and uncivil appetites,” Rugan growled.
 
   Abroath blushed deeply red for shame, not at the insults but at their accuracy.  “I came to serve your Highness, for the honour of my house,” he said stiffly.
 
   Rugan paused in his pacing and looked anew at the prior, scanning him from blond tonsured head, past wispy boy’s beard and white robes to sandaled feet. He nodded.  “Do you carry a weapon, Prior?”
 
   “I have my staff,” Abroath thumped the butt end of his quarter staff on the hardened ground.  “And I have the Goddess’s blessing,” he pulled out his crescent symbol on its chain about his neck.
 
   Rugan sighed and ran his fingers through his anthracite hair.  “Listen well, Prior Abroath.  A handful of refugees have told us of the abomination in command of the enemy, a vile creature who has captured Listcairn and sets her orcs to test our defences. There is one tribe in the plain below, which has been creeping forward this last week, probing our positions, chasing my skirmishers.  They are over reaching themselves moving too far ahead of the rest of their allies.”
 
   “We can attack them, cut them off!”
 
   “I will attack them, and cut them off.  The arrogance of the creatures leads them into the trap I have set.  Tomorrow it will be sprung and I will destroy this overweening tribe and send the few pitiful survivors screeching back to spread panic in the tribes that follow.  With the Goddess’s blessing we can trigger a rout that will not stop until the gates of Listcairn or beyond.”
 
   “A noble plan, your highness. What part may I play in it?”
 
   “There is a valley a mile south of here, the Torrockburn. Your hobelars can take that route down out of the hills and circle round to take the enemy unawares in the flank.”
 
   “I will lead my soldiers to glory, for Oostsalve, your Highness.”
 
   “Do not lead them boy.  You are a priest not a warrior.  I am sure your father did not send you without some captain to take the soldier’s part, if not I have people I can spare.”
 
   Abroath blushed more hotly than before.  “I did not come to play the coward.”
 
   “Do not mistake caution for cowardice or impetuosity for bravery, Prior Abroath.  I have manoeuvred long and hard to get in position where I can strike a single killer blow against the enemy.  Your men may serve a part and I am grateful to you for bringing them.  There will be many have need of your healing powers before tomorrow nightfall and that will be service enough.”
 
   Abroath struggled to marshal a counter argument in the face of bitter disappointment.  A third son, his was always to be the way of the cloth.  He had embraced both the separation and rigour of priestly training with a resolute commitment that his brothers had never given to their martial duties.  In his monastic order he had found something of the companionship he had lost when his mother died.  The same event which had plunged his father and his brothers into a prolonged and communal exploration of all the vices to the injury of both mind and body.      
 
   Now, at last he had found the chance to serve a worthy master, the impeccable Prince of Medyrsalve, his four hundred year reign a model of how a Prince of the Salved should conduct himself.  And now, on the threshold of such fulfilment, he was to be consigned to serve as hospitaler, rather than lead the small division he had coaxed out of his reluctant and recalcitrant father.
 
   “Your Highness…” he began, a cogent entreaty fully formed in his mind.  But it evaporated as the tent flap was flung back and a tall silver haired woman strode in, unannounced.
 
   Her presence stunned the imperturbable Prince of Medyrsalve.  He stood, jaw dropped facing her.  She smiled at the impact of her arrival.
 
   “Grandmama Kychelle,” the Prince muttered.  “What has happened, what brings you here at such an hour?  The Lady Giseanne she is….?”
 
   “She is well,” Kychelle assured him.
 
   “And….” He did not dare complete the question.
 
   “You have a son, my boy, a healthy son, to be called Andros in tribute to his great grandfather.”
 
   Rugan heard not her pronouncement on the name of his heir.  His lips split in a broad grin and his eyes widened in joy.  He spun round and seized Abroath in a bear hug of surprising strength. Then breaking apart he seized the monk’s two hands in his own and pumped them ferociously.  “I have a son!” he declared.  “I have a son.”  Then just for the avoidance of doubt he added, “a son!”
 
   “I wish you joy of it, your Highness,” Abroath found the Prince’s smile infectious.
 
   “Joy indeed,” Rugan agreed.  “Now we truly have something to fight for, when tomorrow comes.”    
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt swayed easily in the saddle his cob trotting alongside the destrier of Willem the outlander.  A few yards in front of them Barnuck’s wolf and Dema’s palfrey rode close enough for the Medusa to maintain a guttural discussion in orcish with the chieftain of the Bonegrinders.   
 
   “Tomorrow will be a great battle,” Kimbolt called across to Willem.  It was, as ever, a fruitless effort to stir the taciturn exile into conversation.  Kimbolt shrugged his indifference and turned his attention to the path ahead. The Palacinta hills loomed close and high to the East.  Deep valleys were cut in their flanks where trickles of streams awaited only the rains to turn them into raging torrents draining into the placid River Saeth.  The great Eastway climbed steadily upwards into the Gap of Tandar.  The saddle shaped pass named after the first Prince of Medyrsalve, right hand to the Vanquisher and his lady and the founding father of the dynasty which had culminated in Prince Rugan.
 
   Athwart the Eastway, within two bowshots of the lower reaches of the hills, was the camp of Nagbadesh and the Redfangs.  As they approached Kimbolt noticed with professional approval, the close spacing of individual guards around the camp’s perimeter.  One sentry made a disciplined challenge to the unmistakeable figure of the Medusa. Dema let Barnuck respond with the day’s password.
 
   As they made their way into camp, the squat figure of Nagbadesh shouldered his way through a cluster of curious orcs to greet his commander in chief.  “Good, lady,” he growled.  “See, Redfangs ready for blood and battle.  Tomorrow we slaughter many pink squealing humans. Tomorrow I cut down their half-breed general myself.”
 
   “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Dema told him as she dismounted, closely followed by Barnuck.  “You’ll follow the plan exactly as I’ve told you.”
 
   “Redfangs not cowards,” Nagbadesh protested.
 
   “Of course not, but you want to kill humans and plenty of them?”
 
   “Yes, yes, lady.”
 
   “Then you’ll follow the bloody plan and I promise you, Chief Nagbadesh, you’ll spill enough human blood to swim in.”
 
   “How plan work again?”
 
   Dema sighed and shook her hooded head.  She turned to Willem and Kimbolt. “Give us a minute, maybe ten.”
 
   The outlander and the bed slave nodded their acquiescence and left Dema and her orcish lieutenant re-explaining the finer tactical details to Nagbadesh.  Willem dismounted to exchange a few words with the handful of outlander humans assigned to serve embedded roles in the Redfangs tribe; their task was to ensure no ambiguity or misunderstandings at company level should impede the execution of Dema’s strategy.  
 
   Alone Kimbolt urged his horse onwards towards the Redfangs forward lines.  The orcs eyed him with a mixture of curiosity and hunger, but the discipline of Dema was armour enough to protect him against their vile instincts.  The grey green humanoids serving under the Medusa’s command had quickly learned to work with their human allies, rather than to eat them.    Kimbolt felt as safe riding through this tribe of three thousand orcs as he had been walking the corridors of Sturmcairn in times so distant as to be almost forgotten.
 
   The setting Sun behind him lit up the slopes of the Palacintas.  Kimbolt urged his steed onwards, beyond the vigilant cordon of orcish archers, and walked his horse slowly up the Eastway.  The horse’s hooves clopped loudly on the smooth cobbles of the greatest straightest road in the Petred Isle.  A normal evening would have seen a bustle of traffic, carts thronging the road in both directions, particularly in the years since the fall of Undersalve had cut off the river route from Morsalve to the sea.  But now the busiest road in the Salved Kingdom, the road that never slept, bore but one solitary horseman.  
 
   Kimbolt hauled lightly on the reins to bring his cob to a halt, a little pressure from his knees and the horse turned full circle on the spot.  To the East lay Rugan’s lines, skirmishers and archers hiding behind boulders and trees barely a bowshot away lining the pathway into the hills with a honeyed trap.  To the West lay the Redfangs’ camp, their fires glowing, their own archers poised. 
 
   For a long minute Kimbolt stood there, midway between the two front lines in the great battle that would be joined when morning rose.  He understood something of Dema’s exhilaration.  What soldier did not dream of such a moment, of a single day when the fate of a nation would depend on their generalship.  He shook his head ruefully, clicked his tongue and urged his horse back towards the Redfangs’ lines.  
 
   Willem was waiting for him, “where did you go, bed slave?”
 
   “To have a look at the enemy,” Kimbolt replied.
 
   
  
 

***
 
     Abroath was late, the last to join the council, but the other captains parted to allow the robed prior a place at Rugan’s campaign table.   The Prince had conjured a three dimensional image of the battleground more vivid and compelling than any map.  At his shoulder the Lady Kychelle nodded her approval as he recapped his dispositions.
 
   “Here is the great Eastway,” the half-elf was saying.  “The Redfangs have crept closer and closer to our outliers, without realising what steel jaws they have placed themselves between.  This salient they have created is a weak point in the centre of their line.  The main body of the enemy is too far behind away to the West just this side of the Saeth.  Tomorrow at dawn we launch our assault.  The Redfangs will break or be destroyed.  We will pursue their remnants.”
 
   “But sire, what of the nomads here on the enemy’s southern flank?” an officer queried. “If we charge into their centre, the nomads can wheel round to take us in the flank, yet if we spread out along the enemy line, we will dissipate the force of our charge.”
 
   “Quite so, Major Darbon” Rugan agreed.  “That is where the force of Oostsalve, so recently arrived, will prove invaluable.”  He nodded towards Abroath.  “The prior’s mounted infantry will shadow our path along the Eastway as they come down the valley of Torrockburn just south of the Gap of Tandar.  They will then deploy to guard our flank and prevent any envelopment by the nomads.”
 
   “We will be honoured to do so, your Highness,” Abroath assured him with alacrity.    
 
   Rugan paused in his discourse and gave the prior a curious stare.  “Tell me Prior Abroath, you did find a man suitable to lead your force on the morrow as we discussed earlier?”
 
   “I did,” Abroath replied flatly.  It was an equivocation. He had not lied, but both he and the Prince would draw a different meaning from his answer.   After all Rugan had not asked whose definition of suitable was to be used.  Abroath had considered the matter most carefully and decided there was none more suitable than himself.  He hoped the Prince would not probe him further, into the sin of plain falsehood.
 
   Rugan hesitated, his suspicions raised by something in the Prior’s manner, or perhaps the reddening blush appearing at the tips of Abroath’s ears and upon his bald tonsured pate.  Abroath crossed his fingers and thought a silent prayer to the Goddess as Rugan opened his mouth to speak.
 
   No words came out.  There was a crashing salute from a sentry who practically ran into the assembly, followed by three women.  
 
   “Your highness…” the sentry began.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” the Lady Kychelle found her voice first but her question was not directed at the guard.  “Explain yourself Seneschal Quintala!”
 
   Abroath, by virtue of his late arrival, was nearest the opening and most able to examine the newcomers.  He had heard of the Prince’s half sibling, but never met her.  His father had talked only of the other half-elf. His brothers had spun stories that made him blush of the particular favours she was alleged to bestow on men of sufficient stamina and prowess, a group they earnestly asserted themselves qualified to join.   And now, she stood before him, skin darker toned than her half-brother’s, hair a scintillating silver, swept back over sharply pointed ears.  She was smiling so broadly it was almost a grin.
 
   “Grandmama, brother dear, may I present your new Queen, her Majesty Niarmit, Monarch of the Salved.”  
 
   The Seneschal stood aside with a sweeping bow to make way for the second in the party, clad in leathers, with red hair dulled with the dust of a hard journey.  There was a burst of low chatter from the gathering of soldiers as they gasped their shock at each other.  Only Abroath, his eyes on this strange new queen, saw the look of deep irritation as her green eyes flashed towards the bowing, smiling laughing Seneschal. 
 
   There was a thump of a staff on a table as Kychelle commanded silence for her words.  “This is no time for foolish pranks, Quintala.  Your brother stands on the threshold of a great victory.  I know not what road you have travelled but take your imposter away before you are both arrested.  It is only the greater business in hand which prevents me from dealing with you as you deserve this instant.”
 
   The threat only intensified the Seneschal’s amusement and she seemed ready to launch some riposte, but the newly pronounced queen waved her into silence.
 
   “Please forgive the intemperate manner of our announcement, we have ridden hard and it took more time than we anticipated to find you.  We bring news of great peril.  A fresh force is arriving from the south, from Undersalve.”
 
   “I know you,” Rugan was saying.  “You are Niarmit of Undersalve.”
 
   Kychelle’s brow furrowed in thought.  “The daughter of that old fool Matteus?”
 
   “I will thank you madam, to speak more graciously of him that raised me,” Niarmit snapped.  “But, much as it pains me to confess, I am no daughter of Matteus.”
 
   “What of this peril to the south?” Rugan demanded.  “How many?”
 
   “About twelve thousand, brother.” Quintala interjected. “I might say twelve thousand souls, but some of the foe are less complete than that.”
 
   “You lie!” Rugan declared, the colour draining from his face.
 
   “It is a tidy force I grant you, enough to make you retreat perhaps. But then you are under my Queen’s command now, so your usual favoured option will not be yours to choose.”
 
   “Insolent witch!”  Rugan spat, his eyes blazing with a fury far hotter than his joy at the birth of his heir.
 
   “Enough!” Kychelle slammed her staff on the table.  “Sentry, summon the guards and bring strong chains.”
 
   “No, grandmother,” Rugan cried.  “There is some thread of truth in this tangled tale, and I would know more clearly what peril we face before I have these interlopers restrained.”
 
   “More truth than you can bear, dear brother,” Quintala assured him with a mocking twist to her mouth.
 
   “Silence Seneschal,” the Queen Niarmit commanded with a vigour to rival the Lady Kychelle’s.  “You have said quite enough, now let me tell our tale in good order and at swift pace.  The Goddess has granted us little enough time to waste it in argument.”
 
   Quintala’s eyebrows rose at the unexpected rebuke and then she gave the Queen a low bow of excessive servility.
 
   Rugan gave a quick nod. “On the matter of time at least, you are right, Lady Niarmit.”    
 
   Quintala bounced up ready to correct Rugan’s choice of title, but Niarmit with a curt flick of her hand stayed the half-elf’s interruption.
 
   The Prince went on, “perhaps we could start with precisely who you are.  We believed you dead, but if my sister has spoken any sense you are not only resurrected but transformed.”
 
   “I am not of the line of Matteus.  I never was. I am Gregor’s bastard, conceived while my half-brother Eadran was still in his mother’s womb.  With Eadran and Thren both dead, I am Gregor’s heir.” She paused, letting the company absorb the implication of her words.  Then she turned her gaze on Rugan whose face was lined  with the confusion of denial. She spoke softly, with eyes hooded almost in apology.  “King Gregor is dead.  Prince Rugan, I am your Queen, you are my vassal.”
 
   “No!” Kychelle screamed.  “A tawdry story badly told.  I have no doubt you are no child of Matteus.   His vigour was spent long years before he wed your mother.  No doubt she amused herself with every passing servant and one of them perchance has sired you.  This pretty tale of royal infidelity was doubtless dreamed up to give some gilding of honour to a most dishonourable progeny.  My grandson and my great grandson will never bend the knee to you, bastard born bitch.”
 
   Rugan waved Kychelle’s invective into silence.  “What proof have you of what you say Lady Niarmit?”
 
   Niarmit nodded, “proof enough, Prince Rugan.   I have three proofs to share with you.”
 
   She reached around her neck and pulled out a heavy jewelled ankh, its oval head filled with a great pink hued gem, and laid it on the table.  “You know this, it is the Royal Ankh.”
 
   “It looks like it,” Rugan conceded.
 
   “It chose me as Gregor’s heir.  It was brought to me glowing red and white and when I took hold of it, its colour settled as you see. It acknowledged me as his heir and now it tracks my heir, the Bishop Udecht.”
 
   “Udecht lives?” Rugan asked.
 
   “Who brought this trinket to you?” Kychelle demanded.
 
   “The Lord Feyril found me in Dwarfport.”
 
   “Another old fool enters this tale,” Kychelle spat.  “I might have guessed at that, ever pulling the strings of his human puppets was Feyril, master of marionettes.  Bah, Dwarfport, what kind of place is that to find a queen, and what business had a woman like you there? Employed in your mother’s occupation no doubt?”
 
   “I will thank you Lady Kychelle, to speak of my mother with due courtesy or not at all,” Niarmit spoke low and hard but she met the elf lady’s gaze and held it with a fierce intensity until Kychelle looked away.
 
   “Forgive my Grandmother,” Rugan urged lightly.  “You bring us a tale that is as fantastic as it is ill timed.  Emotions naturally run high.  However, a piece of jewellery such as this is no proof.  I could conjure a dozen items of like appearance, as could my sister here.  Indeed her presence makes that enchantment seem a most likely option.”
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “Think what you will, brother, the ankh is genuine. I had no part in its manufacture.”
 
   Niarmit nodded slowly.  “I have been to Morwencairn and I have worn the Helm of Eadran the Vanquisher.”
 
   Rugan’s mouth dropped “Where is the Helm now?”    
 
   “We left it behind, but not before I had placed it on my head and it had marked me, see!” She swept the hair back from her temple to reveal a horseshoe shaped mark etched in her skin.
 
   Kychelle gave another snort of derision.  “A story too convenient to be anything other than a lie.  Wore the Helm? Left the Helm? Marked by the Helm? Lady when I see it set upon your head, then I may believe you’ve worn the Helm of Eadran.” She strode along the length of the table leaning on her staff.  “Show me child.”
 
   Niarmit turned her head to allow the elf’s inspection, suffered her even to brush over the mark with her thumb as though seeking to wipe it away. “Hmm, no proof at all,” was her verdict.  “Old King Bulveld and half the monarchs of the Salved never wore the Helm at all.  They had a mark tattooed upon their skin in imitation of the Helm’s brand.  Doubtless this is the same trickery, used to support an imposter.”
 
   “Why are you such a horrible old lady?”
 
   The third of the new arrivals emerged from Niarmit’s shadow to challenge the elf.  Abroath saw that she was younger than Niarmit, dark haired and not much more than a child. She was dusty from the same hurried ride.  Yet the dust did not hide scars on both cheeks that must once have been deep and painful. 
 
   “How dare you speak to me!” Kychelle cried.
 
   “How dare you be so rude? We have ridden hundreds of miles to warn you, to help you. Niarmit has saved many lives including mine and may well be about to save yours, but all you can do is insult her and her family and… just being old doesn’t give you the right to be such a nasty witch.”
 
   Kychelle’s staff swung in a vicious arc aimed at the girl’s ribs, but it never struck home. Niarmit’s hand caught it and held it.  The shock in Kychelle’s eyes deepened as she struggled to pull the staff back, but Niarmit would not let go. Instead she wrenched it from the elf’s grasp.  Kychelle staggered and would have fallen, not from loss of balance but from the shock of being disarmed and assailed. 
 
   “How dare you!” the elf cried.
 
   “Silence,” Niarmit commanded.  “As my companion has said, I have borne your ill manners with good grace in order that my message will be more swiftly understood and acted upon.  Speak ill or out of turn again and I will break this staff upon your back.”
 
   Kychelle whirled round on Rugan.  “Will you let me be spoken to like that? in your own court!”
 
    “Forgive me grandmama, but in the midst of this heated debate there is a cold truth to be extracted before we can see who owes what amends to whom.”
 
   “Indeed, Prince Rugan,” Niarmit acknowledged.
 
   “And, while the Lady Kychelle may have expressed herself less decorously than would be considered politic,” Rugan went on. “She is right in that neither of your first two proofs are incontrovertible.  A facsimile and a tattoo are equally plausible explanations for the proof you offer.”
 
   Again the scarred girl was roused in indignation.  “I’ve seen her wear the Helm, I saw her take it off.  Are you calling me a liar?”
 
   “I’m not calling you anything,” Rugan replied.  “In fact, who are you?”
 
   Before Niarmit could stop her, Quintala had launched another grinning introduction.  “Brother dear, may I present the Princess Hepdida, only child of the Bishop Udecht and another one who stands in line for the throne before any progeny of yours.”
 
   This time Kychelle did need to sit down.  She staggered backwards and was helped into a chair by two of Rugan’s captains.  “You mock me Quintala,” she muttered.  “All your life your very existence has mocked me and now, at this time, in this place, you choose…. Quintala you are evil.”
 
   “I must concede,” Rugan agreed.  “That a second bastard, breaks all the bounds of credibility in this tale.”  There was a murmuring of support around the table, which Abroath found himself echoing.  “I know not what you may have suffered, Lady Niarmit, or what trickery my sister has put you to, but this is no time or place for such distraction.  Sentry, summon the guard.  You will be restrained until the battle is fought and we will speak more of your outrageous claims then. Please, go with them peaceably.”
 
   There was ring of steel as Niarmit drew her sword from the scabbard over her shoulder, far faster than those near her could react.  The officers and Abroath fell back a yard or more.  Kychelle murmured, “guard, fetch the archers. The bitch is mad.”
 
   Rugan was still, his tone measured.  “Lady Niarmit, I would not shed any blood of the Salved on the eve of battle.  Please, put up your sword. You are not well.”
 
   “I said, three proofs, Prince Rugan. Here is the third.”  Niarmit, equally at ease replied.  “This is the sword of the father, one of a pair forged by Eadran to be borne by the King and his Heir.  This weapon was recovered from the enemy and given to me by Bishop Udecht, my uncle Bishop Udecht.  You know of it, you know it.  Only one of Eadran’s line can touch this weapon.  The blood line magic of the Vanquisher will not let any other handle it.  I offer you my third proof, that I alone of all the warriors in this gathering can hold and wield this sword.”
 
   She glared around at the wide eyed throng, and then flung the weapon onto the table where it lay pointing at Rugan.  “Now let anyone of you lay hands upon it and prove me a liar.”
 
   They gazed around at each other.  “A clever bluff,” Rugan conceded without making any move towards the blade.  “There is cunning in your madness, Lady Niarmit.”
 
   “By the Goddess, let’s make an end of this farce,” Abroath declared, striding forward to seize the hilt of the sword.
 
   There was a flash of light, a numbing shock and then everything went black for the white robed prior.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “They are taking too long,” Thom muttered as he prowled between the horses.  The dismounted lancers eyed him with disinterest.  After the exhausting ride through the hills in search of Rugan’s camp they were simply grateful of the chance to rest themselves and tend their sweating mounts.
 
   The illusionist swung round to confront the row of silver liveried Medyrsalve guards lining the path between the dirt spattered troop and the main camp.  “Hey,” he cried.  “What’s going on? We’ve ridden into the ground to bring you warning and you’re treating us no better than orcs.”
 
   The guards looked back impassively, though Thom saw a few of them tighten their grip on the shafts of their spears.
 
   “Easy, young Thom,” Kaylan’s voice low in his ear urged calm.  “The Seneschal and the Sergeant may have misremembered the path, but Tordil’s star gazing set us right and we have got here in time. My Lady knows what she is doing. Have a little faith, trust her.”
 
   “It’s been too long though.  I may trust the Lady Niarmit, but I do not trust these fellows or their master.”
 
   “Those of us who remember Bledrag field have plenty to reproach Prince Rugan with.  But by your accent, Master Wizard, you are an Oostener.  Your Prince and Rugan were ever as thick as thieves, your provinces entwined in mutual support.  The silver soldiers are more your friends than mine.”
 
   “Princes and thieves, aye, that’s true enough,” Thom agreed. ”Tolls at every stage along the Eastway and taxes in the harbour at Oostport.   There’s many were ruined when Undersalve fell and the route down the River Nevers to trade with the Eastern lands was severed.  There are many like me who found it strange that in times of such austerity, the grandeur and wealth of the two princes seemed only to grow.”
 
   “All wealth is stolen,” Kaylan noted dourly.  “The small people call it theft, the great people call it rulership.”  When Thom gave him a sharp glance, he added, “I speak both as thief and as one of the small people.”
 
   “Yet you serve the Lady Niarmit and would help make her ruler over all the Salved.”
 
   “The Lady Niarmit is the most honourable person I have ever met. I would serve her with my last breath,” Kaylan replied with the bland certainty one might use to pass comment on cloudy weather.  
 
   “How is it then that a thief came to serve a princess?” Thom asked.
 
   Kaylan shrugged.  “These past five years have been the strangest of times.  Mine is a short tale,  a little strange perhaps, but I suspect no stranger than that of how a condemned and exiled user of wizardry became a close confidante in my Lady’s entourage?” He gave the illusionist a level stare.
 
   Thom blinked beneath the inquisitive glare.  “I owe the Lady Niarmit everything. I am pleased to repay her with whatever small service I can offer.”
 
   Kaylan nodded.  “There are many with debts as great or greater than yours, who nonetheless betrayed my Lady.” He let his finger rest on Thom’s chest just at the base of his rib-cage.  “It was about there that my sword came through the last person who betrayed her.”
 
   Thom drew a shallow breath. “Rest easy, Kaylan.  I’ll not be the next.”
 
   The thief bent his head close and whispered, “Be sure you aren’t, not ever.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Hepdida, tend to the monk.  He may have hit his head on the way down,” Niarmit commanded as Rugan and the assembled company stood open mouthed.
 
   “A trick,” Kychelle declared.  “Some trick just like the others.”
 
   Niarmit retrieved the sword from where the Prior had dropped it and swung the weapon with weary fury through the oaken table top.  The timber cleaved apart with no more resistance than a sheet of parchment.  She swung twice more until two legs were severed and the table tipped its quills and papers at her feet. “We have not the time for this,” she cried.  “This is the sword, no fake, no artifice and in my veins the blood of the Vanquisher runs.  Will you not heed the warning I have ridden so hard to bring.”
 
   Rugan nodded curtly.  “It seems you are indeed of Eadran’s line, though where exactly you lie within that illustrious lineage is yet to be proven.  You have yourself raised the spectre of illegitimacy not once but twice. Who is to know for sure at what point your line branched out from Eadran’s legitimate heirs.  Mayhap your heritage is as remote as was Gregor the First’s when he succeeded Queen Nena.” 
 
   “By the Goddess….”
 
   “Still, for the blood that runs in you, we will admit you to our counsels and hear your advice.”
 
   “She comes to command, not advise, brother,” Quintala spat.
 
   “The regiments of Medyrsalve march to my orders sister, they are not the Lady’s to command.”
 
   “But the force of Oostsalve is.” The Prior struggled to his feet assisted by Hepdida.  “I am Abroath, third son of the Prince of Oostsalve, all the spears that I have brought are in your service.  Forgive my doubting, your Majesty.”
 
   “The mounted infantry?” Rugan queried scornfully, his mask of control slipping at the Prior’s volte-face.
 
   “Mounted infantry?” Niarmit was puzzled.
 
   “Five thousand hobelars, your Majesty including sundry archers.  They ride ponies to the point of battle, but fight afoot.”
 
   Niarmit nodded slowly, “that will serve our purpose.”
 
   “I have need of them, of all the force of Oostsalve,” Rugan cried.  “They are to guard my left flank when my force overwhelms the invaders.”
 
   “Your force?”  Niarmit said.  “I am Queen, they are mine to command.”
 
   Rugan shook his head slowly, looking around the broken table at the silver clad captains of his army.  “Just because one stunned boy priest accepts your rule does not mean a single soldier of Medyrsalve will raise his shield at your command.  These are my soldiers, not yours.”
 
   Niarmit scanned the faces of the assembled officers.  Most would not meet her gaze; a few stared back in unsmiling endorsement of the half-elf’s claim.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Rugan declared.  “We fight the battle for Morsalve and I have need of Oostsalve spears.”
 
   “More need than you know,” Niarmit replied.  “As Quintala has said, twelve thousand foes approach from the South.”
 
   “Well brother, without those Oostsalve spears, will you run back to your palace? Is your force or your stomach not up to the challenge ahead?” Quintala taunted.  “Mayhap you can relinquish the reins of command to one who knows how to lead?”
 
   Rugan gave his half-sister a glare of cold loathing.  “You’ll not find my courage wanting, Seneschal.  But as I understand it, the Lady Niarmit’s battle experience is limited to the disaster of Bledrag field.  Hardly a pedigree of generalship.”
 
   “I have learned much in the five years you thought me dead, Prince Rugan, of the ways of battle and of the enemy you face.”
 
   “What was the biggest force you had sole charge of, Lady?”
 
   Niarmit hesitated for an instant and then conceded, “a little over a hundred, but we hindered the invaders out of all proportion to our numbers.”
 
   Rugan laughed.  “I have sixteen thousand of Medyrsalve.  The ill-witted Prior has brought another five, we face perhaps thirteen thousand at Sturmcairn and, if you are right, another twelve from Undersalve.  Lady this is war, not petty forest ambushes.  You think I will entrust my troops to your untried outlaw’s hand? Then you are truly mad.”
 
   “I was well taught in the years I lived as Prince Matteus’ child. I am equal to this task.”
 
   “No army can serve two generals, and mine will not serve you, Lady Niarmit.” Rugan swung his head to glare in challenge at Abroath but the Prior was unrepentant.
 
   “My force is at her Majesty’s service,” he declared.
 
   “Then it seems, Prince Rugan, though neither of us wished it so, that we have two armies and two generals.    Let us make our plans as such and, the Goddess willing, success may still attend us on the morrow.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Haselrig led the way into Maelgrum’s halls.  The Bishop limped haltingly behind at the other end of the silver chain.   It was after sunset so, in addition to his freshly bandaged thigh, Udecht was feeling the tingling after effects of the latest electrical bolt of Maelgrum’s disappointment.  
 
   The antiquary had little time for the Bishop’s discomfort.  He was walking once more in the hall he had first entered seventeen years earlier at the start of a journey of conspiracy and betrayal.  There had been three of them then, four if you counted the duped guard as party to that plot. Now Haselrig alone returned.  Then they had crept into the chamber through an uneven side passage.  A route carved centuries earlier by Chirard the Mad.  Through it he and they had gained access to the vault, sealed at both ends with tons of rock, where Eadran the Vanquisher had hidden the jewelled entrance to Maelgrum’s planar prison.
 
   Now the hall was restored by weeks of human and zombie slave labour.  The entry way was a long sloping passage from the victory plaza in the centre of Morwencairn.  It opened into a great arched hall, far larger than any temple, even those seen in the ruins of the Monar Empire in the Eastern lands.  There was something of that civilisation’s architecture and skill in the columns carved out of living rock and the mosaics that adorned floor and walls. 
 
   However, the scenes picked out in tiny fragments of stone were anything but civilised.  They depicted images of torture and despair more in keeping with a fire-breathing prelate’s warnings of hell, but Haselrig knew these were no threats for the life here after.  These were solemn promises by Maelgrum of what had been and what would be again.  The antiquary spotted a sequence of pictures on the floor, of ugly winged creatures, half-women half-birds, lifting men high into the sky and dropping them onto rocks.  He had, with his own eyes, seen a dozen such creatures taking hunks of meat and bags of gold from his master’s hand before setting off on just such a mission as the mosaic showed.
 
   Udecht stumbled and Haselrig yanked at the chain.  They must not keep the Master waiting.  Maelgrum sat on his carven stone throne on the raised dais at the far end of the hall.  He was utterly still.  Only the red glow in his empty eye sockets and the trails of condensing vapour from his ragged robes and blackened paper thin skin gave any clue as to his mood or thoughts.
 
   Haselrig groaned to see those in attendance on the undead wizard.  To his right stood Rondol the ruddy bearded sorcerer in chief.  To his left stood Marwella the toothless crone who led the necromancers in their marshalling of the legion of undead.  There was a time when the antiquary would have been the one stood at Maelgrum’s right hand, as guardian and repository of all the intelligence and information the undead wizard needed in preparing for his return to enslave the Salved.   Haselrig gave the chain another tug and the limping Bishop staggered again.
 
   They were not the first brought to audience with the Master.  A man lay prostrate on the floor before Maelgrum, richly dressed yet trembling.  Haselrig halted and held back Udecht when the Bishop drew level.    It was not wise to intrude on the Master’s business until invited to do so.
 
   “Do you promissse then to sssserve me and no othersss?” Maelgrum was asking of the supplicant.
 
   “Yes, your Highness,” the man stammered.
 
   “Insolent bastard,” Rondol interrupted.   A crack of lightning arced across the man’s back as the sorcerer added a conjured whip to his words of rebuke.  “To speak to the Master in the style of the servants of the traitor Eadran. You address the Lord Maelgrum as Master or your Eminence!”
 
   Haselrig noted the puddle of liquid spreading out from between the prone man’s legs.
 
   “A thousand pardon’s Master Eminence er… Your Eminence, I meant no offence,” the words spilled out incontinently.
 
   “Very well then, you ssshall ssserve.  I grant you the freehold of Proginnot.  Marwella will ensssure you know what your fiefdom isss required to sssupply to usss in men, women, children and materialsss.  Provided you meet our requisssitionsss, the ressst of the people and property of Proginnot are yoursss to do with entirely asss you will.   Ssserve me well and great richesss may yet accrue to you.”
 
   “What if the people cannot provide…”
 
   He never finished the question.  Rondol was ready to strike again but Maelgrum raised a blackened bony finger and the sorcerer stalled his spell.  The Lich’s red eyes were flaring, and the cold mist around his body thickened.  “If?  Cannot?”  Maelgrum played with the words.  “Thessse are not termsss a loyal ssservant of Maelgrum would ussse.  Your tasssk isss to make them provide.  You will find that knowing you act in my name isss a great motivator and alssso a defencsse.  The people will sssoon learn that to raissse a hand to Maelgrum’sss ssservants isss to raise a hand to Maelgrum himssself.  They will not enjoy the dissspleasure that sssuch an unwissse choice would invoke.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Eminence,” the man gasped still motionless until Rondol announced.
 
   “You may rise.” 
 
   The new made freeholder of Proginnot thrust himself damply upright and followed the crone Marwella into a side chamber.
 
   “Approach the throne of Maelgrum, Antiquary Haselrig and Udecht,” the sorcerer commanded.
 
   Haselrig needed no encouragement, he hurried forward, throwing himself flat in the still warm puddle left by the previous petitioner and dragging Udecht down beside him.
 
   “We came at your command, Your Eminence,” he told the stone floor loudly.  “We exist to serve.”  A quick sharp elbow stifled whatever additional comment Udecht might have been intending to make.
 
   “Ssstand,” Maelgrum commanded.  “And tell me how goesss the resssearch into thisss trifling toy of Eadran’sss?”
 
   “It is yet to unlock its secrets, Master, though we have made much progress,” Haselrig lied.
 
   “It is for you, Hassselrig to unlock the sssecretsss.  You have the asssissstance of the Bissshop. Are your skillsss unequal to thisss tasssk?”
 
   “Udecht has been less co-operative than he should,” Haselrig hastily flung blame about him.  “I have had to have him punished.”
 
   “Sssoo I ssseee.   If you continue thusss, Hassselrig you may have the Bishop praying he could be his brother’sss prisssoner again.  The unlamented Xander had a talent for cruelty which you ssseeem like to rival.”
 
   “I am not Xander, your eminence,” Haselrig stammered.  “I have not betrayed or disobeyed you. I would never do that.”
 
   “But you have ssso far failed me.  At thisss rate of progresss you will be a blackened ssskeleton long before ssso much asss a rune of Eadran’sss spell casssting isss revealed to you.”
 
   “I will try harder, your eminence.  We will both try harder.”
 
   Maelgrum nodded slowly, his lipless mouth parting in a toothy rictus. “And I have sssome advice to sssteer your resssearch into more productive pathsss.”
 
   “Yours is always the greater intellect, your eminence.  We bow in gratitude for the fragments of your genius that you choose to share.”  Haselrig bent low in a bow, pulling Udecht down with him.
 
   “Think back Hassselrig, to when the wearer of the Helm confronted and asssailed our perssson.”
 
   Haselrig’s thoughts floundered.  The short battle in the citadel plaza had been the closest thing to Maelgrum’s humiliation that the antiquary had seen in seventeen years.  To revisit the occasion was to risk triggering an explosion of wizardly fury.  An ill judged comment could easily trespass on Maelgrum’s monumental ego.  The antiquary chose his words with extreme care.  “The wizard challenged your eminence, but his powers were unequal to yours.”
 
   “By what name did he announce himssself?”
 
    “Name?” Haselrig scavenged his memory.  There had been the moment of panic when the Helm wearer had turned his aim upon them, then Maelgrum’s arrival had drawn all the wizard’s attention in a display of earth shattering pyrotechnics.  “I don’t remember, your eminence.”
 
   “Chirard,” Udecht murmured. “He called himself Chirard.”
 
   “It ssseemsss that the bissshop may yet offer you sssome asssissstance,” Maelgrum joked.  “Hisss memory is fassstter than yoursss.” 
 
   “Chirard? An unusual name.”
 
   “There are three of that name have sssat on the betrayer’sss throne, but only one wasss a dabbler in the magic artsss.”
 
   “Chirard the Third, the mad.”
 
   “Exsssactly.  There isss some link between thisss long wizard and Eadran’sss pretty toy.  If the Helm will not give up itsss sssecretsss, then perhapsss you ssshould look in the archivesss of Chirard.”
 
    Haselrig frowned despite himself.  He had probed Chirard’s papers long ago, deciphered much of the code in which the mad wizard had tried to conceal his plans.  That is what had led him by diverse passages to the means to free Maelgrum.  But the process had been fraught with danger.  Chirard the mad, the plain paranoid, had littered his papers with traps for the unwary.  Glyphs of lightning, fire, and poison. And in all the papers, Haselrig could recall not one single word in reference to the Helm.  The oddity only now struck him, that a lunatic obsessed with recording in double encrypted code every detail of his life, including his daily bowel movements, should have made no reference to the Great Helm, symbol of a throne he had sacrificed so many and so much for.
 
   “You ssseeem puzzled, Hassselrig?”
 
   “If the man is unequal to this problem, your eminence, I am sure I could solve it within the week,” Rondol volunteered.
 
   Maelgrum shook his head.  “No Rondol, there are other more important tasssksss you mussst do for me.  Thisss trivial puzzle is Hassselrig’sss alone, well hisss and the Bissshop’sss.  They will ssssolve it, or it will be the death of them.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “They are early,” Willem growled from atop his massive horse.
 
   “Orcs is ready,” Barnuck snorted.  “Plenty dead men soon. Battle won before sun is high.”
 
   “Only if Nagbadesh follows the plan,” Dema silenced them both.  They stood, an unlikely quartet of riders and their disparate mounts, atop a low hillock on the Eastern bank of the Saeth.  Kimbolt, kept his counsel in the company of his betters, and contented himself with a quick survey of their surroundings.  
 
   The Saeth at their back was running low.  The moss clad pillars of the bridge were laid bare, browning in the dry autumn sunshine. A quarter of the bridge’s span at either end traversed nothing wetter than the dried mud of an arid river bed.   The half empty river channel rose sharply at its sides making a raised escarpment of the river bank. It was along the top of this bank that the deployment of Dema’s force began.  The different divisions of her command stretched out in echelon formation from South West by the river towards the Northeast and the Palacinta Hills.   The far right flank, to the South, was held by the nomad cavalry. Then came the infantry a little ahead and to the left of their formidable horse borne brethren.  Further ahead still was the Redfang orcs’ position some hundreds of yard beyond the line of caution.  To the Redfangs’ left the Blackskulls hung back leaving Nagbadesh’s tribe as a tempting orcish bait dangling in the jaws of the Gap of Tandar. 
 
   At the foot of their raised command position, Dema’s elite guard waited as a mobile reserve.  These were the wolf riding Bonegrinders and the pick of the outlander warriors, victors of the battle of Derrach Bridge and of the capture of Listcairn.  Veteran soldiers they sat or lay beside their mounts, snatching a few moments of nerveless rest or sleep, quite unfazed by the carnage which was about to unfold.
 
   Kimbolt strained his eyes towards the hills.  A cloud of dust was descending on the Redfangs as Rugan took the bait.  “They have sixteen thousand, Nagbadesh has barely four,” Willem remarked as the clash of steel and the cry of distant battle reached their ears, some seconds after they had seen the lines meet.
 
   “Nagbadesh has just to play the part,” Dema reminded him.  “To appear the stupid orc he is, there is no act in that.”
 
   “Orcs not run,” Barnuck said.  “Nagbadesh think he brave. Think he stand and fight.”
 
   “And that’s what’s stupid.” Dema muttered.  “Orcs can run, a lot faster than humans can.  He just needs to time his disengagement before the Redfangs are all destroyed, then he can pull this whole cursed army out of the hills and onto the plane for us to annihilate them.”
 
   “Nagbadesh not running,” Barnuck pointed out.  True enough, the banners of the Redfangs were unmoving, as the silver pennants of Medyrsalve swirled and merged about them.  “Soon Nagbadesh be overrun.”
 
   “Orcs’ blood,” Dema swore.  “Oh would that I had a fishing line and rod, to pull this disobedient bait back.”
 
   Kimbolt’s stomach muscles tightened at the tension which the Medusa’s displeasure engendered.  Both orc and outlander bit their tongues as Dema walked her horse left then right, always gazing at the distant floundering banners of the Redfangs.  
 
   “They’re retreating now, Lady.”  Willem said with some relief, as at last they spotted movement in the orcish lines.  The battered Redfangs turned and ran.  To some it might look like a rout, but Kimbolt noted the cohesion as they fled, bunched together in a group at an even but fast pace.  They were running but they were not broken.
 
   “Thank fuck for that,” Dema growled.  “Not before time.”
 
   “Half-breed follows, follows them down.”
 
   The Medusa’s lips were pursed, her gaze fixed on the approaching battle as clear ground opened between the retreating Redfangs and the pursuing force of Medyrsalve.  “Ogre piss, he’s not breaking his own lines.”
 
   Kimbolt too had noted the measured nature of the half-elf’s pursuit.  They were following the Redfangs yes, but still in their own good order.  The enemy had not been drawn into a strung out chase with the fleetest of foot way ahead harassing the ankles of the running orcs.
 
   “Horse shit half-elf. Nagbadesh is flashing his arse cheeks at you and still you fucking walk after him.  What does it take to make you fucking run?” Dema spat out a rhetorical question which Barnuck nonetheless answered.
 
   “It matter not, Lady.  Half-breed come. Come quick, come slow, he going to die just the same.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “These poor condemned souls,” Abroath was saying.  “Do we administer the last rites?”
 
   “No,” Niarmit repeated with a distracted air. “We destroy them.  As I said the blessing of the Goddess turns them to dust.”
 
   “Oh,” the answer did not quite satisfy the Prior but he sensed the Queen’s irritation enough to moderate his questioning.  For a moment they trotted along in silence, his pony impudently trying to race Niarmit’s mare.  “I am sorry, your Majesty, to be a nuisance with my ignorance, but I have never met these undead you speak of before.”
 
   “I’d seen none before a few weeks ago, Prior Abroath.  But you soon get used to them, to destroying them.”
 
   “And if they are too many, you said there are twelve thousand ahead of us? We are far fewer.”
 
   “But we are mobile.  Your hobilers and their ponies are well suited to this task.  Once we have shown ourselves, we lure the enemy after us, back up the valley of Torrockburn. The undead are uncoordinated and slow.  There will be plenty of time for your spearmen to dismount and take up a line across the valley.”
 
   “But are there not also orcs and humans in this division from Undersalve.   Surely they will not be so slow and ill co-ordinated?”
 
   “We should still outrun them. We are on horseback and they will want to keep their force together as they chase us.”
 
   “The odds will be great, twelve thousand of theirs to our five.”
 
   “Aye Prior, but remember, it is not our task to defeat them.  We are to hold them.  To hold them here away from Rugan’s battle.  Once he has destroyed the Snake Lady’s army then he will come and take our opponents in the rear. That is when we shall both together destroy them.”
 
   “You trust that my brother will come?” Quintala rode up beside the Queen and the Prior.  “You have greater faith in him than I.”
 
   “He would not leave us to be overrun,” Niarmit replied.
 
   Kaylan, on the Queen’s other side raised a sceptical eyebrow and muttered something about Bledrag Field.
 
   Niarmit rounded on him. “What other choice have I today, Kaylan.  The past is done, that was then and there, this is now and here.  Rugan fights for his own province today, not my father’s.  I think we can trust in his self-interest to come to our aid.”
 
   Kaylan dipped his chin in a nod of apology.  “There is another puzzle though, my Lady, more immediate than any questions of the Prince of Medyrsalve’s honour.”   
 
   “Indeed, what is it?” Niarmit replied, though she guessed what he was about to say for the same thought had been in her mind these past five minutes.  From Tordil’s anxious scanning of the southern horizon, the elf Captain shared the same concern.
 
   “Well, my Lady, we have ridden almost a league due South of the Torrockburn in search of the force we know was approaching Rugan’s left flank.  Yet we have found no sign.  Where are they?”
 
   “Perhaps they marched slower than we thought?” Quintala suggested hopefully.  “They could be beyond the very next rise.”
 
   Niarmit shook her head. “I like this not at all.”
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   “Hold the line!” Rugan shouted from his great black warhorse.
 
   “Hold the line! By the Prince’s command, hold the line!” Major Darbon relayed the royal command to his left along the southern flank of Rugan’s army.
 
   It was a disciplined advance, a thing of drill and beauty.  A hundred yards ahead of them the Redfangs limped and loped, pausing occasionally to loose an arrow or receive one.  In either case the missile was followed by a ribald orcish call impugning the manhood and virility of all the soldiers of Medyrsalve.  But the silver line did not break.  Sixteen thousand men marched as one and the time of reckoning was coming for the Redfangs.
 
   The river was at their back, the core of Rugan’s army at their front and soon the spears of Medyrsalve would complete the task of orcish destruction that they had begun at the battle’s opening in the mouth of the Gap of Tandar. 
 
   The Prince had packed his centre with the elite spears, full half his army advancing on the doomed orcs.  The right and left wings each held four thousand men, the force carefully matched to their corresponding divisions in the enemy’s force.
 
   Against the nomads to the South, there were archers to drive off the nomad infantry and spearmen to protect the archers from the nomad cavalry.  Against the Blackskulls to the North, Rugan had placed his own heavy cavalry with lances long enough to skewer two wolves and their orcish riders at one time.
 
   Darbon smiled with grim satisfaction.  The wings of the enemy’s army would be powerless to prevent the centre’s destruction.  Then, when the Redfangs had been driven tumbling into the River Saeth the concentrated force of Rugan’s centre would roll up the bisected remnants of the enemy’s army in a victory of unparalleled completeness. 
 
   They did not need the hobilers of Oostsalve.   They had never needed the assistance of Oostsalve.  That had only ever been the Prince’s caution.  Sixteen thousand silver warriors from Medyrsalve was always enough to destroy twelve thousand barbarous orcs and primitive nomads.
 
   “Hold the line!” Darbon shouted as the Redfang orcs began to slow and turn to face their imminent destruction.  The Major smiled.  Everything was going as had been planned.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “This is not going as we planned!” Niarmit cried.  The Queen and her guard were at the top of the gentle rise staring south at another empty valley and a bare ridge beyond. “Where are they?”
 
   Tordil frowned.  “Sure when we scouted their camp, they were finding their zombies hard to manage, but I would not have thought them so slow that they could not have at least reached the channel of the Forburn.  Where are they indeed your Majesty?”
 
   Quintala was staring at the far ridge with narrowed eyes.  Jolander followed her gaze, concentrating hard as he squinted against the still rising Sun.  “Your Majesty, there,” the sergeant called. “I see something.”
 
   “By the Goddess Sergeant, your eyes out match mine again” the half-elf chided him.  “What is it you see?”
 
   “Something moving, not naturally though. See, my Lady, a figure!”
 
   He pointed and Quintala followed his outstretched finger to the horizon. “Aye, I see it now. Can you your Majesty?”
 
   They were all straining to spot the sergeant’s quarry. “I see it plain,” Tordil announced.  “There are four of them, staggering and stumbling, not in the manner of living soldiers.”
 
   “The undead, Captain?” Abroath enquired with trepidation.  He was trying to decipher the distant specks and see them as cleanly as the sharp eyed elf.  
 
   “No less, our quarry is in sight.”
 
   Tordil gathered himself to spur his horse onwards, but Niarmit waved him back.  “Wait.”
 
   “Your Majesty, the force from Undersalve may be beyond that rise.”
 
   “Another league, another league, Captain Tordil, always taking us South,” Niarmit mused aloud.
 
   “That is where we saw the foe, that is whence they are coming,” Quintala observed reasonably.
 
   “Tordil, look carefully at those creatures.  Thom, you too, is there not some enchantment by which you can enhance your sight?”
 
   Elf and illusionist vied with each other to descry the most detail in the distant enemy.
 
   “They are certainly zombies, your majesty,” Tordil declared.  “Four of them, by their gait and pallor they are most certainly the restless dead.”
 
   “But they are not led,” Thom chipped in as his swift spell took hold.  “See how there is no purpose to their wondering, look one spies a rabbit and lunges for it.  There are at the bidding of no necromancers.”
 
   “What of it?” Tordil snapped.  “They may have wondered far from the main body. We know they struggled to shepherd their abominations.  Even if these are stragglers the rest of their evil creations and their marshals cannot be far behind!”
 
   “Behind Captain?” Niarmit interrupted.  “Since when did stragglers lead an army?”
 
   “We should ride South and West, your Majesty.” Jolander said.  “The lancers can set a scouting screen to cover more ground and faster than these ponied foot soldiers.”
 
   “No, no,” Niarmit said.  “Our premise was that there was a foe close enough at hand that we needed to keep it from interfering in Rugan’s battle.  If they lie further south than this, then our strategy is proven wrong.  They would be too far away to offer any present threat to Rugan.  Our place is at his side to add the force to make certain of his swift and overwhelming victory.  We have been misled.”  She wheeled her horse round.
 
   “You fear, Majesty that we have been deceived into chasing an enemy too slow and tardy to be a threat,” Abroath pieced together his understanding.
 
   “No, Prior, that is what I hope. What I fear is something much worse.”  With that she spurred her horse North, followed in dutiful confusion by her little army.
 
   Behind them, on the distant escarpment two zombies fought over a shredded rabbit.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “He is a stubborn cuss, this half-elf,” Dema growled.  
 
   The clash of battle was closer now.  The Redfangs had reformed their line a mere four hundred yards from the Medusa’s command post.  All semblance of rout had gone as the baying orcs presented a solid disciplined front to the advancing soldiers of Medyrsalve.   But the weight of silver numbers was beginning to tell.  In his centre division Rugan outnumbered the Redfangs two to one.  Archers firing over the serried ranks of spearmen added to the mayhem and, for all their brute courage and prowess in arms, the Redfangs were thinning fast.
 
   “It is time, Lady,” Willem urged.  “Give the order.”
 
   Dema reached over to seize the outlander captain by his gorget.  Kimbolt saw her fingers dent the metal of his armoured throat piece.  “Willem,” she spat into his face.  “No one, absolutely no one, tells me what orders to give or when.”
 
   “Pardon, Lady,” the big outlander whimpered. “But Nagbadesh will be overrun within five minutes. I did not think we could delay.” 
 
    “It is not time, not yet.” Was her only reply, her gaze scanning left and right across the battlefield.
 
   On either flank the forces of Medyrsalve sensed their imminent victory.  The sapping struggle in the centre was almost won, the next and final phase would be the rolling up of the wings of Dema’s army.  To the south, the spearmen and archers who had held the nomads at bay began to surge forward, committing to an assault they were certain would be supported by a flanking manoeuvre from Rugan’s victorious centre.  To the North, the heavy cavalry, tired of toying at a distance with the Blackskulls, formed up for a charge into the heart of Porgud’s tribe.  
 
   Dema nodded slowly at the commitment of Rugan’s entire sixteen thousand to wholesale assault.  “Now,” she said.  “Now is the time.”  She turned to Kimbolt, “ride, ride to the little wizard and tell him it is time.  Ride fast.”
 
   Kimbolt spurred his horse in a frantic ride towards the bridge.
 
   
  
 

***
 
    Major Darbon brought his sword crushing down on another orcish skull.  Black blood and brains spattered across the once silver barding of his horse, adding to the ichor of a dozen defeated Redfangs.  “Glorious,” he cried as he threaded a path through the thinning ranks of the orc tribe.
 
   Somewhere to his right the Prince was shouting, “Drive on, Medyrsalve, Drive on, force the scum into the river.”
 
   There was a fizzing noise distant but loud, which had the Major looking round.  From the bridge a smoky trail led into the sky where a small incandescent globe was rising upwards ever upwards.  There was flash of brilliant light as the globe exploded and then a thunderous blast of sound, so loud that for a fraction of a second all fell silent.  But nothing else happened, no harm was done, save to Darbon’s ringing eardrums.  So, without a second thought, he set to laying about him slashing through the grasping hands of orcs as they sought in vain to unhorse him.
 
   The task was harder now, a new determination had fired the aching sinews of the Redfangs.  One flung itself at his horse’s neck, and clung there even after he’d cut the bastard’s head off.  The animal neighed and swung round in a desperate bid to dislodge the green spurting body.  Darbon struck it in the chest with the hilt of his sword and at last the corpse dropped to the ground to be trampled underfoot.
 
   “By the Goddess,” the Prince cried out in alarm to the Major’s right.  Darbon glanced across.  Rugan, his sword slick with black-green blood from tip to hilt was gazing past him over to the Southern flank of the army.
 
   Darbon swung to his left to see the source of Rugan’s discomfort.  There were the nomads, locked in a tussle with the spearmen, but the archers behind them were breaking falling back.  Why?  Darbon looked beyond, standing up in his stirrups to see over the milling throng.
 
   There were others, pouring up through gullies from the dry edge of the river bed.  Hundreds, no thousands.  Hidden beneath the parapet formed by the banks of the low running Saeth, they now  flooded out onto the plain, deploying in a long line running East to West all along the Southern flank of Rugan’s hard pressed army.  There were nomads in the lead, then orcs, then lumbering after them a division of something foul.  The fetid stench drifted over as far as Darbon’s nostrils.  
 
   The Major gulped back nausea and fear.  They were not just being outflanked, but in danger of encirclement.  The fast moving fresh orcs and humans could quickly circle round to cut off their retreat to the Gap of Tandar.  It was a whole new army scarcely smaller than the one they had fought so hard all morning, and this one entirely unscathed.
 
   “Sound the retreat,” Rugan was yelling.  
 
   He urged his horse close to Darbon as the Major relayed the dread command.  “Retreat.” 
 
   “The witch has betrayed us,” Rugan spat in Darbon’s ear.
 
   “Which witch sire?”
 
   “Both of them!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Hold a moment Captain, Captain Kimbolt isn’t it,” Odestus called back the anxious messenger.
 
   “Aye, my Lord,” the soldier admitted looking down from the saddle at the wizard.  “That is my name, but now my message is delivered and the signal given, I would be back at my Mistress’s side.”
 
   “Your Mistress, yes,” Odestus stepped towards Kimbolt’s horse.  He took hold of the cob’s bridle and patted its neck clumsily.  The horse swung its head and would have taken a chunk out of the wizard’s shoulder but for the bit between its teeth. The wizard stepped back, stumbling out of the horse’s way, while Kimbolt watched in puzzlement.  “Er… I wanted to speak to you about your Mistress, Captain.”
 
   “My Lord?” Kimbolt’s confusion was complete.
 
   “It was just,”  Odestus stared over the Captain’s shoulder.  “I wondered… that is to say…”
 
   “My Lord, I really must return to her,” Kimbolt insisted with firm deference.  “She will not be pleased if I delay.”
 
   “Exactly, er quite so.  I mean – have you noticed any change in her manner?  Any differences these last few weeks?”
 
   Kimbolt looked at him steadily.  “She has always been good to me my Lord, when I have deserved it.”
 
   Odestus frowned.  “And you my fellow, are you quite well,  recovered I mean?”
 
   “I have had no fever since you tended me my lord,” Kimbolt smiled.  “Though to be sure, being cured by a wizard must have put the orcish shamans to shame.”
 
   “And in your mind? All is well? You enjoy a restful and untroubled sleep? No uncertainties to cloud your day.”
 
   “I am a soldier, my Lord and a survivor as my Mistress has told me.  I serve the cause as best I can.”
 
   Odestus stared into Kimbolt’s eyes, peering for a window to his soul, but the Captain’s expression was unreadable.  He hauled on his horse’s reins and swung the cob away.  “I must go my lord,” he said gently and spurred his steed without waiting for the wizard’s dismissal.
 
   “The lady’s pet is of great interest to you, Governor,” the pale secretary Vesten addressed the wizard’s shoulder.
 
   “I am interested in Dema,” Odestus replied.  “And in everything about her.  That man has got closer to her than anyone I’ve ever known.”
 
   “The Lady is on the brink of a great victory.   That should give her much pleasure, today.  We will all rest easier with her happiness.”
 
   Odestus pursed his lips.  “I wish her well of it.”
 
   “It will rival your own triumph at Bledrag field, Governor.”
 
   “That was my first and last battle, Vesten.  It was a far simpler and less subtle struggle than the one the lady engages in this day.  I have not Dema’s thirst for warfare, nor one fraction of her talent.”
 
   “Will you not take station with the forces of Undersalve Governor.  Galen may have need of your counsel.”
 
   Odestus shook his head.  “I’m staying here Vesten.  Let Galen have his glory. He’s brought them all the way from Undersalve, let him prove what he can do when the talking is done and the fighting begun.  But you go, go give the blasted necromancer my best wishes for success.”
 
   Vesten shuffled from one foot to the other and pulled at his straggly beard.  “I’ll stay here, Governor, if it is all the same.  The Lord Galen – he, he…..”
 
   “He is an arse,” Odestus interjected.  “While he is a skilful necromancer he is an even more consummate arsehole.   If he could but swop those aptitudes around he would still be a competent enough shitter, but a wizard to rival Maelgrum himself.”
 
   “Indeed, Governor,” Vesten replied.  He stepped back out of Odestus’s field of attention, but made no move to travel further and deliver the governor’s regards to the despised apprentice. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “My Prince,” Darbon called across to Rugan in the midst of a disciplined reforming of battle lines.  “The southern division, they will be overrun.”
 
   Rugan paused in his barked commands to look across at the hard pressed corps.  Around the two commanders the silver soldiers milled in disciplined re-ordering of their formation.  A fraction of the centre still kept watch against the Redfangs to the West, the orcs too exhausted to press home their advantage.  The rest of the Prince’s soldiers were swiftly redistributing themselves along a West to East line, in an effort to match the unfolding deployment of the newly revealed army of Undersalve to the South.  The lead humans and orcs in that fresh foe were racing East towards the Palacinta hills, trying to work around the end of Rugan’s line and encircle his force.   The Prince’s men were hurrying to head off that fate.
 
   The southern corps were out of reach of any aid.  The archers overrun by the foul smelling undead that the Lady Niarmit had spoken of.  Without their protection the spearmen were assailed to the front by the resurgent nomad foot soldiers and to the flank by the nomad cavalry.  It would be a charnal house.
 
   “We must strike out for their relief,” Darbon urged his Prince.
 
   “Fool, Major, they are lost,” Rugan barked.  “We can do nothing for them except hope that they buy us enough time to make good our retreat.  The Goddess will bless them for it.”
 
   The Prince wheeled his horse around, calling out for a yeoman to signal his heavy cavalry.
 
   For a moment Darbon looked once more at the spearmen enveloped by nomads and their covering archers mauled by vile creatures unhindered, still less halted, by the arrows which had turned them into mobile pincushions.    The Prince had abandoned to its fate a quarter of his already sorely outnumbered army, and the Major had to agree, he was right.  They must save what they could, which might well be nothing at all.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “He will break,” Willem said.  “He must break.”
 
   “It matters not when or whether he breaks,” Dema growled.  “He is doomed.  All the discipline of the parade ground will not save him now.”
 
   Kimbolt, breathing heavily after his gallop back from the wizard, stared out over the developing battlefield.  The forces of Medyrsalve were streaming out to cover the new threat from the south and still offer some resistance to the army of Dema to the west.  The L-shaped deployment was a hasty improvisation to try and cover a fighting withdrawal from two battle fronts.  Kimbolt could tell it would not work.  Neither arm would have the strength to withstand the forces opposing it.
 
   “Gap, there lady,” Barnuck growled, pointing East.
 
   “He wriggles hard this half-breed,” Dema admitted as they watched the Prince’s heavy cavalry galloping across the rear of his army to stop the vanguard of the army of Undersalve. 
 
   “He’s trying to keep open a door to retreat,” Willem said.  “Trying to keep a pathway to the Palacintas so his dogs can take refuge in the hills.”  
 
   “But if the heavy cavalry has gone south, he has left nothing but a screen of skirmishers to cover his North side against Porgud and the Blackskulls!” Kimbolt found he had thought aloud.
 
   “Exactly,” Dema concurred.  “See Willem, the good Captain has spotted the enemy’s mistake before you.  Perhaps it should be you I send with messages and he that I hark to for matters of battle.”
 
   The big outlander glared at Kimbolt with deeply hooded eyes.
 
   “The question,” Dema went on.  “Is why chief Porgud has not seized his advantage.  The Blackskulls should now be able to trample all the way up Rugan’s arse.”
 
   Kimbolt looked away from Willem’s hostility across the Southern portion of the battlefield.  A movement caught his eye, something cresting the rise that separated the channel of Torrockburn from the plain where the Eastway ran.  He hesitated to say anything, for fear of attracting more ire from Dema’s generals, so it was Barnuck who called it first.
 
   “Lady, more come!  There!”
 
   “Horsemen?” Willem was puzzled as he squinted towards the fresh arrivals.  “Are they giants riding, or are they far away?”
 
   “Not horsemen or giants,” Dema snapped.  “They’re men riding ponies.  It seems the force of Oostsalve is not so distant as Odestus had thought.”
 
   “Make no difference,” Barnuck growled.  “More fools to kill.”
 
   “Exactly.  Barnuck, Willem get your troops mounted.  It is time we joined this battle.  Let’s show the Redfangs how a warrior makes an end of it.  Kimbolt, head south.  Our nomads take too long chewing over Rugan’s spears and archers.  Bid them get back into battle.  Tell them the despatch of the dying and the looting of the dead can wait.”
 
   “Mistress,” Kimbolt dipped his head, and reluctantly turned his horse away from Dema’s side.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Abroath had never ridden so fast, his slavering pony threatening to cast him off at every jolting step.  The moustachioed Sergeant kept easy pace beside him.  “Ride on, master Prior! Glory or the Goddess awaits,” Jolander called.
 
   “My soldiers…. are spearmen,”  Abroath stammered through teeth chattering with the ferocious ride.  “They are not cavalry.  They dismount to fight.” He felt obliged to point it out, for Niarmit, leading them in a pell-mell charge towards the human head of the Undersalve army, seemed to have given no thought to when or where the hobilers might dismount for their conventional deployment.
 
   “They’re soldiers on horseback, your reverence,” the sergeant laughed.  “Of course they’re fucking cavalry – an’ you pardon my language, master Prior.”
 
   “Pardon granted, sergeant.”  Abroath accidentally bit his tongue in expressing his courteous absolution.  The blood tasted metallic in his mouth, he hoped it would be the last he tasted today.
 
    “All they need to do, is point the sharp end of their spears at the enemy and dig their spurs in and you’ve got a cavalry charge.  If they try it once, your reverence, they’ll not want to go back to fucking foot soldiery – ‘an you pardon…”
 
   “Granted,” Abroath said hastily trying to keep in the saddle and hoping that at least some of his hobilers might survive to consider the potential career choice. 
 
   There was a flash of lilac flame ahead of them, a crash of steel. Steeds neighing, men wailing and grunting.  Abroath saw a standard with a black eagle swaying above the melee. The sergeant spurred his horse away in a charge the Prior could not emulate. Around him the hobilers gave a fearsome cry swept along by the unaccustomed   fury of mounted combat. 
 
   Abroath waved his staff, though he could find no foes to strike.  Then, crawling from the press of combat ahead came a man in black livery.  From his unfamiliar colours and the fact he was on foot, Abroath decided he was an enemy and promptly clubbed him on the head with his staff.  The man went down like a toppled tree and the Prior consoled himself that whatever else might happen today he had struck at least one blow for the honour of his house and his province.
 
   The sounds of battle seemed fainter now and the throng of mounted soldiers thinner.  Abroath worked his way towards the Golden pennant of Oostsalve which Niarmit, in the absence of any alternative, had chosen as her standard for the day.  His pony was treading on bodies, many in black, but some with the gold piping of his hobiler’s surcoats.
 
   As the horses parted he blundered into an impromptu council of war, a plate mail clad silver knight of Medyrsalve faced the slender form of Niarmit, his huge destrier adding weight and height to his pronouncements.
 
   “You came Lady, but late!” he said.
 
   “We came,” she replied.  “And in time to dice these southern collaborators between your lances and our spears.  We have cut off their attempt at encirclement, now let us see what we can extricate from this devilish trap.”
 
   “The Blackskulls are on the move, Sir Ambrose” a silver clad sergeant called to the knight.  
 
   Ambrose touched the crosspiece of his sword to his helmet in salute to Niarmit.  “I have an unmarked foe to return to, Lady Niarmit.  The southern flank of my Prince’s army I entrust to you.  If fate should spare you today, look out for me tomorrow, or perchance we will meet again in the arms of the Goddess.” 
 
    Niarmit opened her mouth to speak, but no words would come of courtesy or otherwise.  The knight lowered his sword and had turned away before the Queen could frame a reply.  “Let us not wish it so, Sir Ambrose,” she called and he gave a gauntleted wave before urging his exhausted mount once more to motion across the rutted battlefield.
 
   “Form up,” she called as the hobilers and lancers aligned their mounts facing West. “There’s plenty more to fight.”  Their charge in combination with the heavy cavalry of Medyrsalve had bitten off the tip of the Undersalve army on the brink of them rounding the Eastern end of Rugan’s new formed line.  However, even with that peril averted, the southern orcs were forming up both to repulse the hobilers and to assault Rugan’s depleted centre as the battle lines zigged and zagged in a series of dog legs which had no place in the coaching manuals or the parade ground.
 
   “By the Goddess!” Abroath gasped.  From the higher ground,  lifted by the roots of the Palacinta hills behind them, Niarmit’s force had a panoramic view of the carnage.  It was a scene befitting any image of hell with which his father’s priest had sought to berate and shame the ungodly and immoral.  The Prince’s standard still flew in the distance at the very point of his army as its two wings bent back under the press of foes.  Beyond that sharpened point a wedge of enemy cavalry was streaming from a low hillock on the bank of the Saeth towards the point of Rugan’s army.  There could be no hope of victory, merely a frantic struggle to manage defeat. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Dema and her four hundred veterans had succeeded where four thousand Redfangs had failed.  They had broken through the silver lines.  Dark clouds were gathering over the battlefield as though night were falling on the hopes of Medyrsalve.
 
   The Medusa’s hood was down and her mask was off as she carved, bit and stoned her way towards Rugan’s standard. Even her allies gave her and her steed a wide birth as, at the peak of her powers and the crest of her rage, she swept all before her.
 
   A silver soldier, braver than the rest, dared to ride near and catch her sword with his.  Their blades both wet with blood of different hues, slid down until they were locked hilt to hilt.  
 
   “Major, no,” a voice called.  “Leave this abomination to me.”
 
   Too late, the soldier’s eyes met the Medusa’s sparkling gaze and with an inward breath he turned to overbalanced stone.  His mount buckled beneath the weight and the leaning statue of the rider toppled against Dema’s palfrey. As the horse slid and skittered its way free of the falling new formed masonry, Dema slipped from the listing saddle and turned to face the owner of the voice.
 
   “Prince Rugan, I presume. Tired of running at last?” she sneered with a hissing serpentine accompaniment.  The stocky half-elf faced her on foot.  He hefted shield and sword in readiness for her onslaught.   
 
   “I hope you’re tired of living bitch,” he told her.  “It is your time to die.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt spurred his horse onwards, a lone rider streaking across the gaps in the desperate battlefield.  The message to the nomads delivered he had left them well behind him, racing to be at Dema’s side, heading for the press of battle where Rugan and the Bonegrinder’s banners met.  To his right the undead horde had all but finished their ghastly feasting on the remnants of Rugan’s archers.  To his left, the Redfangs were gathering their strength to pour into the breach Dema had made.  He would be in time. He must be in time.
 
   A half-heard voice carried on the wind caught his ear.  It called again, shouting his name.  He slowed a moment, looking to the right.  Beyond the zombies’ feast were two ponies ridden hard heading his way.  They were some way in front of the greater mass of Oostsalve mounted archers.  Without breaking the gallop to his mistress, he saw the second rider catch the first, yanking it to a tumbling halt.
 
   The captain shook his head, to free his thoughts from the oddity of it, and plunged on towards the nexus of the battle, where his Mistress was fighting her life or death battle. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Why did you do that?” Hepdida demanded as her pony rolled itself upright and limped away. 
 
   “I had to stop you, you mad cow,” Thom shouted, fear and panic fuelling his anger.   “Stay with the archers she said, they’ll keep you safe, she said.  What in the Goddess’s name were you doing taking a buck leap and riding into the heart of the bloody enemy.”
 
   “I thought I saw somebody I knew,” she replied.  “I was sure.”
 
   “By the Goddess, Niarmit will kill you for this, kill both of us,” he growled adding, as he took a glance around, “that is if your rank stupidity hasn’t just saved her the bother.”
 
   Thom’s own pony was in no fit state for another hard ride, least of all with two on its back.  As the illusionist and the princess looked around, they saw how far they were from the protection of the mounted archers, and how close they were to the undead horde and the leering necromancers who were the zombies’ darkly robed shepherds.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The half-elf and the Medusa circled round warily in a space cleared by consensus of other combatants.  They eschewed the risk inherent in being close to their generals’ full battle fury.  Behind his shield Rugan’s fingers worked in a spell, a spark of fire that flashed towards Dema.  She flung up her sword, catching the enchantment with a hollow ring upon its hilt.  “There is a twenty year old magic in my veins, half-breed,” she laughed.   “A dweomer that is proof enough against such petty spells as yours.”
 
   With a cry Rugan leapt at her.  She met his sword with hers, snakes hissing blades whirling.  The Prince worked hard, sword and shield manoeuvred in smooth harmony.  The Medusa lazily swung her own weapon alternately hammering Rugan’s buckler and parrying his blade.  She buffeted his shield to one side and caught the Prince’s right wrist with her left hand.
 
   “Come, look into my eyes, half breed. I need a new statue for my collection.”
 
   He glared back at her frozen for an instant in time, but no grey pallor of stone subsumed his complexion.  “Do you like what you see, bitch,” he hissed as the snakes spat her confusion.
 
   She cocked her head to one side, about to speak, when he raised his knee and thrust her away.  Dema staggered a little and then raised her sword just in time to meet the Prince’s fierce slash.  Hilts locked she glared once more into his dark defiant eyes.  “You must thank your mother’s side. I guess you always knew you had sufficient elfish part to be proof against my gaze.” 
 
   “I didn’t know. I hoped,” Rugan snarled.  “And now let your hope die, abomination!”
 
   “It is better this way,” Dema concurred.  “Cold steel, so much more certain than stone.”  This time it was the Medusa’s thrust that drove them apart, giving space to wield their swords.  The blades sang as they shivered against each other.  Dema’s sword swung, high and hard but Rugan caught it on his shield, angling the buckler so the blade slid down, taking the Medusa off balance for a fraction of a second.  His own weapon jabbed a cramped little thrust as Dema dodged a moment too late and then they separated, panting from the exertion.
 
    The Medusa put a hand to her cheek where the edge of Rugan’s blade had scored a deep long cut.  The blood ran freely in a curtain of red over her jaw.  “Why, Prince Rugan,” she declared.  “I do believe you have marred my beauty.”  The snakes squirmed and writhed atop her head, a seething mass of serpentine fury.
 
   “Get used to bleeding, bitch,” the half-elf snapped, raising sword and shield for another assault. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Shit!” Thom swore, as the nearest dozen staggering zombies shuffled towards them. 
 
   “Feed my beauties, feed on live flesh!” a ragged necromancer called as he strained to drive his undead command in their direction.  
 
   Thom pulled Hepdida back.  “Quick, get away.  If they get close enough they’ll smell us and the bastard won’t even need to shepherd them.  Get on my pony.”  He tried to push the girl into the saddle but she would have none of it.
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, right behind you.  Now just ride,” he lied.  Frantically he tried to marshal his thoughts for the foul business of undead command.  But he had never been good at it.  He might deflect the odd stray zombie from its course, but to wrest control from another wizard, one infinitely more dedicated than him?  He could feel his efforts barely scratch the surface of the zombies’ purpose.
 
   “Feed!”  The necromancer was screaming.
 
   “Get up with me,” Hepdida was calling from the side of a pony that seemed too exhausted to carry its own weight. 
 
   “Oh shit!” Thom swore, backing away from the approaching undead.  “Oh shit!”  The zombies were gathering pace, many of them pierced with several arrows through chest and thigh which had slowed them not one jot.
 
    “Come on,” Hepdida cried.
 
   The nearest zombie erupted in a pillar of flame, but still it staggered on, a walking torch that would press on until it was reduced to ashes.  Another burst into fire to the same minimal effect.
 
   “Eadran’s blood,” a lilting voice exclaimed behind him.  “Who would have thought that keeping you two out of trouble would be so hard!”
 
   “Quintala!” Hepdida gasped.  Thom turned just as the half-elf fired another burst of magical flame from atop her courser igniting a third zombie.
 
   “What does it take to stop these witless corpses?” the Seneschal snarled.  “Come, Hepdida get on my horse.  That pony’s barely wind enough left to save itself.” 
 
   “Feed!” the wailing necromancer persisted.  “Hurry and feed my darlings. Drink their warm blood.” 
 
   “The shepherd, Quintala,” Thom shouted.   “Get the shepherd.”
 
   The half-elf looked at him in puzzlement and Thom jabbed a finger in the direction of the braying wizard for emphasis.  With a nod of comprehension, the half-elf twisted her fingers in an act of swift but intricate prestidigitation and this time it was the necromancer who became a pillar of flame.
 
   The fire troubled him far more than it had troubled his creatures, for he gave a great scream of pain and fell to the ground rolling in a frantic bid to extinguish the flames.  Freed from his mind control, the mindless zombies stalled, sniffing the air in search of fresh meat.  While the illusionist, the girl and the half elf promised a tasty repast to be sure, there was now a far closer if slightly roasted meal at hand. They turned in stumbling harmony.  The necromancer had put out the fire in the dirt, but whimpering and blinded by pain he sat up to find his erstwhile charges closing remorselessly on him.
 
   Whatever effort he might have made to control them was driven from his wits by the wounds he had suffered.  All he could do was scream once more as they descended upon him.
 
   “There’s more of them beyond,” Quintala snapped.  “Shepherds and these vicious sheep.  Come you pair of fools, let’s get back to the archers and our own lines.   You’ll be safe there for a while at least.”
 
   The half-elf pushed them both into the saddle of her horse and then jogged easily alongside as they headed to the division of mounted Oostsalve archers on the southern edge of the battlefield.
 
    Thom looked back at the raging conflict.  All along the Prince’s thin line the enemy were pressing hard.  Orcs, and nomads were driving forward as the forces of Medyrsalve inched their way backwards towards the security of the Palacinta hills.  The hobilers of Oostsalve to the East still held their position.  They were dismounted now, spears held in front of them as they advanced westwards into the throng of fresher orcs of the Undersalve army.  They were pushing back the enemy, holding the southern edge of Rugan’s contorted battle lines so as to prevent the remnants of the Prince’s army being outflanked from the South.  It held open the glimmer of a doorway to escape into the Gap of Tandar.
 
   The ill-disciplined zombies were finally returning to battle, having finished their feast of Medyrsalve archers the necromancers were gathering them into some kind of order for a push northward where the orcs and nomads were already a dozen ranks deep in assault on Rugan’s much weaker lines.  
 
   Thom glared long and hard at the unfolding scene, wondering what hope someone with a better military mind than he might see in what could only be incipient disaster.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Half-elf and Medusa danced and spun, blades clashing with a flash of sparks which glinted beneath the darkening sky.  They stepped forwards and back in the clearing that their sword play had created, swaying and rolling with each other’s thrusts.  Each one using the momentum of the other to re-position themselves for a counterstrike that the opponent always seemed to have anticipated.  Close enough to smell each other’s sweat, close enough that an observer could often see no light between them, it was a dance of deadly intimacy, each breathing in the other’s fury.
 
   Rugan saw a chance and took it, a glimmer of an opening in the Dema’s impenetrable defence.  The Medusa laughed as her sword swung back sealing off the tempting gap she had dangled in the Prince’s view.  Her blade caught his on the fuller, sliding up to the hilt when, with a sinuous flick of her wrist, she sent Rugan’s sword spinning through the air to land point first quivering in the ground.
 
   She battered his shield to one side, kicking him over in the dirt as he groped for a dagger in his boot.  He tried to roll over, but she stood on his wrist, pinning his right hand to the ground.  With a sideways swipe of her sword, his shield flew off his arm.
 
   He lay still then, the point of her sword resting on the gorget that guarded his throat. His dark eyes glared up at her sparkling blue ones, his mouth sealed amidst a mask of fury.
 
   “What, my Prince?” she mused.  “No last words?  ‘tis a shame your elven blood has saved you from my gaze.  You’d last longer as a statue than a corpse.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Ride harder,” Niarmit cried.  “I see his banner.”  The lancers galloped up the centre of the hollow V which weight of enemy numbers had made of Rugan’s lines, towards the point where the Bonegrinder’s standard and the Silver pennant of Medyrsalve fluttered side by side.
 
   “Leave the abomination to me, your Majesty,” Tordil urged at her side, breathing more easily than any of them despite the frantic pace they had sustained.  “My kind have some protection against her ilk.”
 
   “The bastard never rode this hard to our aid,” Kaylan’s voice gasped behind her.
 
   “Rugan!” Niarmit screamed.  “For Matteus and Gregor we are coming!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Dema looked up from the doomed Prince.  She saw a troop of lancers storming towards her, in the lead a woman, red hair trailing, her upraised sword shining in the darkness of the lowering clouds.  And in its light her face shone.
 
   The Medusa, tilted her head to consider this strange phenomenon for an intake of breath.  “It seems, my Prince,” she remarked as though the matter were of no consequence.  “That today is not your day to die, nor mine.”
 
   She turned and walked away as the stunned Rugan struggled into a sitting position, grasping at last the boot knife he had been reaching for before.  A silver warrior, seeing the Medusa’s unguarded back, lunged at her, but alerted by her snakes, she ducked and turned driving her sword into his belly even as his eyes met hers.  There was a grating sound as she pulled the steel free of his petrified form and then she was gone.  The ranks of the Bonegrinders and the outlanders reformed behind her, puzzled but still ready to withstand and repel this fresh charge of cavalry, even as Rugan staggering to his feet, lunged to retrieve his fallen sword. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Thom could have wept.  They had regained the illusory security of the Oostsalve archers but to what purpose.  Perched on the southern extremity of the battle, they peppered the nearby orcs with arrows, but to slight effect.  The heavily armoured orcs simply raised their shields above them, and for all the pincushion effect of countless arrows the foul humanoids were undaunted indeed barely damaged.  While the spears of Oostsalve might hold them at bay, there was no value in securing a watchful stand-off here while the rest of the battle was on the brink of becoming a rout.
 
   “Those zombies are nearly ready to attack,” Hepdida said, glaring at the distant reformed division of undead.  “Can we not take our archers against them, keep them from the Prince’s lines?”
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “You’ve seen how little arrows hurt them, my Princess.  There’s a thousand Medyrsalve bowmen scattered in pieces on the field, who tried to stop those things with arrows.”
 
   Thom grabbed the half-elf’s arm with sudden force.  “We must shoot the shepherds!” he declared. “Get close and shoot the necromancers that drive them.”
 
   Quintala looked down at the hand gripping her arm with improper force, until the illusionist let go with a softer repetition, “we must shoot the shepherds.”
 
   “That would not destroy the undead,” Quintala pointed out.  “They would still be desperate to feed, a dangerous foe.”
 
   “But to whom?” Thom urged.
 
   Hepdida caught his meaning.  “We must shoot the shepherds.  Come Quintala, let the archers remount and ride West.  We must shoot the shepherds.”
 
   The half-elf looked from Princess to illusionist nodding slowly at their desperate expressions. “We must,” she said at length.  “We must shoot the shepherds.” She turned to shout along the line.  “Archers mount up, we must shoot the shepherds!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt caught up with Dema as the Medusa was remounting her palfrey.  The mask was back in place but below its darkened gauze, the left side of her face was entirely red with blood that flowed too freely from a gash in her cheek.  “You are wounded,” he cried.  “You must seek healing.”
 
   She looked at him, her mouth unbent with any sign of recognition.  She shook her head, scattering crimson droplets of blood across her horse’s mane.  “It is a scratch, no more it will heal itself.” 
 
   Kimbolt pulled a strip of cloth from the kerchief around his neck and held it out to her, but she waved it aside, her mouth hard with irritation or pain.  Beyond them the rejuvenated Redfangs and her elite guard were embroiled in a battle with Rugan’s tattered guard which could go only one way, despite the occasional flashes of lilac fire and the guttural screams of immolated orcs.
 
   Dema stood up in her stirrups and strained her eyes to peer into the darkening murk.  She scanned the ragged panorama of the battlefield from North to South, satisfied with events right up until she caught movement at the limit of view.  “Harpies’ bollocks, what are they doing?”
 
   Kimbolt looked south to where the mounted archers of Oostsalve had ridden within bowshot of the reformed division of undead. “Arrows don’t hurt the creatures,” he remarked.  “You’d think they’d have realised that by now.  Mind the orcs and the nomads will have to move aside to make room so the zombies can shoulder their way through to Rugan’s lines.”
 
   “Ogre piss,” Dema spat as the first salvo of arrows arced their way across the sky towards the rearmost ranks of the undead legion. “Galen is an arse. He’s given them no protection, no skirmishers to guard their backs.”
 
   “But the zombies don’t need protection.”
 
   “Not the undead, Kimbolt” Dema grabbed his wrist.  “The fucking necromancers.  They’re unprotected.”
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   The shepherding necromancers were distinctive in their robes, thin ascetic bodies and steady gait.  However, Thom was quick to point out likely targets to any archers that were in doubt.  Their aim was aided by the fact that the necromancers were mostly closer at the rearmost southern edge of the zombie regiment, driving them from behind in the northward stagger towards Rugan’s anaemic battle lines.   
 
   An arrow in the shoulder might do nothing to a zombie, but it certainly ruined a necromancer’s concentration.  Some turned and tried to conjure magical shields, and while these afforded some protection, it detracted from the business of controlling the collective mindlessness of the undead.  Others struggled on, trying to ignore the arrow flecked rain that fell about them, but their motionless concentration made them easy targets for a direct hit.   Still more cracked and ran, scurrying eastward away from the deadly shower and the restless dead it was their duty to command.
 
   Thom reckoned they had probably hit less than half the necromancers and certainly killed far fewer than that, but then they didn’t need to.  You could see the wave of uncertainty ripple through the zombie horde as the bonds of dominion were let go by the panicked necromancers. There was a moment of wavering, as the undead sought new purpose, returned to their own base instincts and sniffed the air for fresh flesh.
 
   They found it.
 
   They found it exactly where he had hoped, in the ranks of the nomads and the orcs who even now lay between them and their intended target of Rugan’s much diminished silver soldiers. 
 
   The illusionist smiled as the zombies charged into the rearmost ranks of their own allies.  There were screams and shouts of alarm as the faint hearted who had sought out safety at the back of the attack, found themselves in the greatest danger of any, from the gnawing failing assault of their own allies.
 
   There was a squeeze on his arm.  “Brilliant, Thom,” it was Hepdida, her eyes shining with the success that had attended them.
 
   “Mount up,” Quintala was shouting.  “Our task is done here and the rains are coming.  I’ll not be caught out in the open with wet bowstrings.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit was at Rugan’s side when she sensed the change in the battle.  While the Redfangs and the Blackskulls pressed as hard as ever upon the army’s northern arm, the pressure was easing to the south. The front ranks of orcs and nomads wavered in their relentless grinding drive forward.  A few heads turned, looking behind them whence came cries of alarm not encouragement.  As the southern attackers wavered, a few silver soldiers stepped forward, poking spears into the gap that opened between the forces.
 
   “Hold your lines,” Rugan shouted.  “Hold your lines.”
 
   “The enemy is breaking to the South, Prince Rugan,” Niarmit hissed. “We could press on against them.”
 
   “With what, my Lady?  My men are quite spent.  It is all we can do to defend what we have.” He waved an order and the back rank of his southern line detached to reinforce the northern troops.  “Fall back! Fall back!”  the Prince commanded.  With iron discipline the silver troops on both sides stepped watchfully backwards.  Their out thrust spears dissuaded orcs and nomads from thinking that charging them was an easier alternative than facing the new peril in their rear, a peril which had distracted the entire southern army.
 
   Niarmit swung her sword in the front rank, Tordil and Kaylan to either side, as the much reduced army of Medyrsalve made its slow fighting withdrawal towards the Gap of Tandar.  The shining blade of the father was ward enough for many a foe.  All day it had sliced with ease through chain and plate mail, its edge crimson and black with the blood of many severed limbs.  A few shattered swords and split heads had soon persuaded the rest of the enemy to hang back warily, the two lines gradually separating until they were two full spear lengths apart.  The silver soldiers retreated each man guiding those in front of him over the carpet of dead and dying from both sides.  The orcs advanced taunting and catcalling but not daring to throw themselves on the spears of a defeated but still resolute foe.
 
   Niarmit felt a heavy raindrop strike her cheek, and then another.  Soon the plain would be as awash with mud as it was with blood, but for now the army of Medyrsalve crept towards the hills.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Odestus hurried through the downpour, slipping on the muddy path up the hillock in his haste to be at Dema’s side.   He offered her his hand, “my dear a great victory.”  
 
   Dema’s face was bloody from some deep wound, the water washing the gore into a pink stain across her blue cloak.  The heavy rain seemed to have stilled her snakes more effectively even than a hood, as each serpent sought to hide its head beneath the body of another.   
 
   Odestus looked towards the distant hills, the force of Rugan bottled up in the Gap of Tandar, a crescent of Dema’s army in a shadowing position across the Eastway.   The Medusa paced restlessly across the hillock in evident dissatisfaction and Odestus sought to put a scale on her victory which would give her some cheer.  “You have destroyed half the Prince’s army.”
 
   Her face twisted into a scowl at the wizard’s congratulations.  “Half?!  I wanted to destroy it all, and I could have done.  Has that arse Galen brought the rest of his pets under control yet?”
 
   Odestus rubbed his hands slowly over each other.  “He has brought most of them under the will of the necromancers.  Those that were not destroyed in the confusion are returning to their pens.  I hope the orcs and the nomads were not too hurt?”
 
   “Too hurt?” the Medusa snarled.  “If it were not for those mis-directed zombies I’d have rolled up Rugan’s entire line, there wouldn’t have been so much as page boy would have made it back to his fucking palace.  Now.”  She waved her sword towards the distant Gap of Tandar, “Now he’s still got eight thousand soldiers like a great big plug barring my path into the hills.  What with that and the rains, I’ll not get one hide of orc into Medyrsalve until winter’s past.”
 
   “The Master only wanted us to hold Rugan for now. “ Odestus tried to re-assure the disconsolate Medusa.  “The Prince and his army will present no obstruction now to Maelgrum’s reduction of Morsalve. That is all the Master required of us.”
 
   “But I required more!” Dema snarled.
 
   “When Spring comes, you can take the fight to Rugan then, in his own province.”
 
   “If I have that long,” Dema said darkly.   She was silent for a moment before adding, “next time I go into battle, little wizard, Galen can take his pets into the very first attack right in the centre, and if anybody is going to be loosing arrows at his cowardly necromancers it will be me.”   
 
   “But all things considered, you have done well, my dear.”
 
   She rounded on him, snakes writhing despite the rain.  “Had we destroyed all but a company of Rugan’s soldiers and allowed that company to escape while it was still within our power to get at them, I would never have called it well done.”   Her mouth worked in some intention to say more but all that emerged was a bestial snarl that had the wizard take a step backwards in unaccustomed alarm. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit stood beneath the canopy of Rugan’s hastily erected tent.  The water was everywhere. Rain had turned the dust to mud and only on the cobbles of the Eastway could a man be sure of his footing. Water flooded noisily from the valleys of the canvas canopy, adding to the thunderous cacophony of raindrops striking stone, wood and metal around the hastily reclaimed camp.   
 
   The guard at the tent flap watched her warily, but then his colleague returned and bade her enter.
 
   Rugan was seated, Kychelle standing.  The elf pressed a flagon of steaming broth into the Prince’s hand.  She looked up at Niarmit’s entrance.
 
   “I know not how you dare show your face here, bastard born witch,”  the elf lady began.  “But if it is an apology you offer, then it is some hours overdue.”
 
   “I have been tending the injured, Lady Kychelle,” Niarmit replied stiffly.  “I am a priestess as well as Queen.  Prior Abroath and I have been much occupied calling on the Goddess’s favour to heal the wounded and ease the path of those beyond saving.”
 
   “It is no thanks to you, that there are so many in need of healing, leading the force of Oostsalve off on some wild goose chase,” she snorted.  “Where is my grandson’s victory?”
 
   “Leave us grandmama,” Rugan said, his voice laden with the weariness of five hundred years.
 
   “I’ll not…”
 
   “Leave!” sharper toned this time, energy the Prince could not spare expelled in a simple command. 
 
   She looked from one to the other and then, with a haughty sniff she strode from the tent, as though leaving entirely of her own volition.  Rugan waved Niarmit into a seat opposite him.
 
   “Have you need of healing, my Prince?”
 
   “Only to my pride, Lady Niarmit.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow at his choice of title.  He glared back at her and took a gulp of steaming broth.  “I have spoken with Sir Ambrose and others of my soldiers.  Unlike my grandmother I will concede you have done our cause more good than ill these past twenty-four hours.”
 
   Niarmit bit back the instinctive angry words at the Prince’s mean spirited gratitude.  She was glad she had not brought Quintala to this meeting.  The discussion seemed fated to move as stiffly as their battle weary limbs.  It would not have been well served by the Seneschal’s hot temper.    
 
   “It was your sister who commanded the archers,” she said, determined to draw Quintala into the circle of credit with her half-brother.  “They are the ones that broke the undead and gave you time and room for this retreat.”
 
   The Prince glared back at the unwelcome reference.  “My sister,” he began before thinking better of his intention.  “My sister has been Seneschal to seven Monarchs of the Salved.  Near half of them did not admit her to the inner counsels appropriate to her office. Inconstancy and vice have been the only constants in her life.”
 
   “She is Seneschal to an eighth monarch now and I find she serves me well.  She has saved my life and I would argue in her deeds today has saved yours also.”
 
   Rugan laughed at that, an unusual throaty roar from one not given to merriment.  “Be sure you tell her that, Lady Niarmit.  My rescue is not an accomplishment she will take much pride or pleasure in.”
 
   “Prince Rugan, I am your Queen,” Niarmit grasped the nettle of Rugan’s disdain, glad to do so without an audience.  “You should address me by my proper title.”
 
   The Prince took another draught of broth and levelled the finger of his left hand at Niarmit.  “When you stand before me, wearing the Vanquisher’s Helm, Lady Niarmit, then will I call you my Queen and bend the knee to you.  Not one second before. For your service today and your proven bloodline I will admit you to my councils and heed your advice, but I will take no orders from you.”
 
   “Your people might think differently,” she said mildly.
 
   He stood up at that, spilling his flagon on the muddy floor. “Do not try my patience, Lady Niarmit.  My people are my own. To me they are true.  If you, or anyone of your company, should dare to foment some rebellion against my rule, then I will have you ushered from my land so fast you’d think I’d learned the trick of flight.  See what support you can marshal in your coronation town of Dwarfport.”
 
   She glared back at him, her thoughts a mass of rebukes and ripostes.  His ingratitude, his arrogance, his obstruction of her service to the nation of Salved, a service she had for some time resisted herself, all these were fertile grounds for argument with the unrepentant Prince of Medyrsalve.  But Niarmit chose none of them.  She stood, sparing Rugan nothing more than a cold stare, and walked in silence out of his tent into the driving rain. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt was nervous, the strip of cloth still balled in his palm. Dema prowled the sodden hillock, glowering at the distant pass and bleeding.  They stood all four, Willem, Barnuck, Kimbolt and wizard, drenched by the endless rain awaiting either orders or dismissal while the Medusa wrestled with some tangle of thoughts, shaking her head as though to rattle an idea free.
 
   Beside him Odestus stood, motionless, the little wizard as nonplussed by her mood and as powerless to break it as any of them.  He had dared to speak to her, to offer some suggestion or reassurance, but she had bared her teeth and snarled him into silence before the half-formed thought had left his lips.  
 
   Staggering up the hill through the rain came Nagbadesh.  He burst with evident pleasure on their silent council, oblivious to the stern faces.  
 
   “Redfangs fought good, lady,” he announced.  “Kill many. Nagbadesh kill hundreds.” He thumped his chest and grinned a broken toothed smile.  “Blood washed off in rain, but see some brain and bone still sticks.”
 
   The stocky orc drew close to Dema to show her the gory evidence of his battle prowess.  She bent her head, wordlessly to inspect the marks on his rusty mail surcoat.  Her snakes hissed into wakefulness.
 
   It happened so fast that none could react.  The Medusa’s head dipped and Nagbadesh screamed a horrible gurgling scream.  She held his head by the tangle of coarse hair and buried her face in his neck.  The orc was twitching now as Kimbolt saw the back of Medusa’s head twist left and right as she drove her face deeper into the orc’s neck and then she pulled back with a roar, black blood running down her mouth and chin, while Nagbadesh, fell into a shaking heap, jets of black gore spurting briefly from the ragged wound where his throat had been.
 
   It was Odestus who reacted first.  He pointed with an elaborate flick of his fingers and cried out, “Assassin! See he had a knife.”  Sure enough there was a knife in the corpse’s hand, though Kimbolt could not remember seeing it before.
 
     The big outlander exchanged a wide eyed look with the Bonegrinder’s chieftain.  Barnuck merely shrugged, brutality not so much an orcish habit as an orcish invention.  Dema gave another roar, staring up open mouthed into the torrents of rain.  Her left side stained with her own blood, her chin and neck saturated with Nagbadesh’s.  
 
   “Dema!” Odestus called.
 
   She looked round, looked round at all of them.  “What are you all looking at?” she cried.  She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and looked at the watered down grey of orcish blood smeared across her skin.  Then she glanced down wordlessly at the unmoving body of the Redfang’s chieftain.  She gave it a speculative kick and Nagbadesh’s head rolled loosely to one side.
 
   “Dema?” the wizard called again.    
 
   She glared at him at all of them in turn, “what are you doing fools, stuck out in the rain?  Get under cover.  Kimbolt, I have a bed in Listcairn that needs warming.”
 
   Kimbolt was trembling as he followed the Medusa down off the hill.  He looked back at Odestus, seeking some guidance or reassurance.  The wizard looked back his expression paler than any corpse and his eyes haunted.  It was no reassurance at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Two
 
   “Rugan leaves tomorrow.”  Niarmit glanced around the dank interior of the tent, gauging the reactions of these, her closest advisors.
 
   Quintala spoke first, with a response as scornful as Niarmit had expected.  “I’m only surprised it has taken him a week to decide to run,” the half-elf sneered.  “Kychelle barely waited a single night.”
 
   “He’s leaving Sir Ambrose and his troops to guard the pass.  It is only his honour guard that will accompany him,” Niarmit struck out in defence of the Prince.
 
   The Seneschal sniffed at the word honour, but it was Tordil who asked, “Where is he going then?”
 
   “He has a son he hasn’t met yet, and a wife who thought she might never see him again.  But more than that he wants to call a council of the Princes to assemble at his Palace.”
 
   “On whose authority?” Quintala growled.
 
   Niarmit shrugged.  “His own, but he has invited me to attend as well.”
 
   “Invited you?” Kaylan bridled in indignation.  “The insolent ingratitude.  He would offer you a seat in your own home and call it hospitality.”
 
   “He has invited me and those of my advisors I consider most apposite to attend this council.”
 
   “What is to be the purpose of this council?” Tordil asked.  Niarmit smiled, pleased that the elf at least had homed in on the more important question.
 
   “The council will discuss the ordering of the realm of the Salved and its defence against the enemy.”
 
   “The summoning of such a council is your prerogative, your Majesty, not my brother’s.  Indeed, as Seneschal to the Crown it would be I that called such a meeting were no king present.   My brother overreaches himself, this is treason!” The half-elf had to stand to pace out her anger.
 
   “Hush, Seneschal.  There is truth in what you say, aye,” Niarmit urged.  “But sometimes being right is not enough.  We have not the machinery of government to command, nor do we have the unequivocal proof of my claim to the crown, which Rugan, and many others would demand.”
 
   Tordil glanced up at her darkly. “It is a shame we had not brought the Helm with us from Morwencairn.”  It was as close as the elf would come to rebuking his Queen.   Once again Niarmit tried to express the impossibility on which his assumption was founded, to intimate to him the thing of evil which the Helm had become, a peril to its wearer’s very soul and a danger to their allies.  Once again, the mere attempt to voice any thoughts on the Helm, left her mouth working in dumb impotence.   Once again, Tordil took her confused silence for an admission that in this matter he was right and she was wrong.   He sucked in a breath and nodded to himself.
 
   “What does it matter if Rugan calls the council of Princes.  He is only one Prince,” Hepdida ventured.  “Prior Abroath here speaks for Oostsalve and Rugan has allowed Niarmit on the council, so we already have two votes to his one.  The rest will be won over to Niarmit’s way of thinking just as Abroath was.”
 
   “Indeed,” Niarmit frowned.  “Rugan tells me he has sent word to Oostsalve for one with authority to speak at council with a Prince’s voice.”  She looked at the Prior, “I do not think he intends for you to be the spokesman of Oostsalve.”
 
    Abroath smiled weakly.  “I am not surprised.  It will like as not be one of my brothers who comes to council; My father does not travel well.  Whoever he sends though, will be Rugan’s puppet.  My father has grown wealthy on the simple strategic principle of not doing anything to offend Prince Rugan.  I fear that the extremities which we face will have strengthened more than weakened his adherence to that rule.” 
 
   “But, saving my lancers, the Prior’s force of hobilers are the only army that answer to your direct command,” Jolander said.  
 
   “Exactly so, and that is why the hobilers and the Prior must stay here, well away from any risk or opportunity that Abroath may be superceded in his command and his soldiers put under Rugan’s authority.” Niarmit explained the one firm decision she had already made.  “I am a Queen with neither land to rule, nor civil servants to direct, to have no army either would be to leave me entirely dependent for rulership on the power of my words and the force of my own presence.”
 
   “Do not underrate the value of those attributes, my lady,” Kaylan said.  “Rugan has little idea what a formidable foe he is admitting to his council.”
 
   Niarmit gave a wan smile.  “Pretty words and a certain royal manner are all very well, Kaylan.  But five thousand soldiers can speak more forcefully than the finest speeches and I would do all I can to keep them under my command.”
 
   “I am happy to stay here with the soldiers,” Abroath said.  “I am in no hurry to see my father or my brothers again, this side of Prophet’s day.”
 
   “And the lancers will ride with you, ma’am,” Jolander quickly added.  “If Rugan has his honour guard, so must you.”
 
   “Thank you both,” Niarmit replied.  “That was my thinking too.    Of the rest of you, the Princess Hepdida and Thom must come with me, both have knowledge of the enemy, his methods and his nature which the council must hear.”
 
   “My, how are the fallen mighty,” Tordil muttered at the illusionist’s preferment. Niarmit’s sharp look failed to curb the elf’s ill-concealed resentment.  Instead Tordil elaborated with palm spread disingenousness.  “The fellow is a criminal, an exile, and a collaborator with the enemy.   It seems strange that such a pedigree should make him the natural adviser to a council of princes.”
 
   Niarmit’s brow furrowed, finding her other tentative decisions unsettled by Tordil’s continued hostility towards Thom.  “I cannot leave the Prior alone to stand beside Sir Ambrose and all the force of Medyrsalve.  He must have some adviser with him, one experienced in military matters.  The command will be his, but I am sure he will appreciate and heed the guidance of another of this my inner circle.”
 
   Abroath gave a self-deprecating moue of acceptance at Niarmit’s assessment, as the priestess’s gaze settled on Quintala and Tordil.  “You mean to leave one of us behind!” The half-elf gasped.
 
   Niarmit nodded. “My thinking was that Tordil may offer most in any entreaty with the Lady Kychelle. The rest of his kin from Hershwood, those that did not take ship with Illana and the Lord Feyril, will have joined Kychelle’s people in Silverwood.  I had thought there might be an opening there to crack the elf lady’s hostility.”  She thought it a sound argument and a kinder one than voicing her fear that Quintala’s volatile hatred for her half-brother and grandmother made her a liability in any negotiations.  “That would leave the Seneschal at Abroath’s right hand here in the Gap of Tandar.”
 
   Both Tordil and Niarmit were nonplussed by the half-elf’s reaction.  She flung herself to her knees at Niarmit’s feet, looking up into the priestess’s green eyes with an expression of almost tearful supplication.   “Majesty, do not send me away from your side, I beg of you.  The last of Eadran’s line whom I served, your father King Gregor, despatched me on an errand against my better judgment.  I never saw him again.   I was not there in his time of greatest need.  I should have been with him at Proginnot, perhaps I could have saved him from his fate.  I will not willingly abandon another monarch, no matter what she orders!”
 
   Niarmit’s forehead creased in perplexity at the vehemence of the half-elf’s reaction.  “But Quintala …” she began.
 
   “I know your Majesty, I know my failings.  I know sometimes I speak too quick or too true or both.  But I can be the diplomat I promise you and besides, I know all the princes and their ministers. I will be of service to you and I promise I will bite my tongue whatever my brother’s overweening arrogance may bring forth.”
 
   Niarmit looked across at Tordil who gave a shrug.  “I am pleased to serve your Majesty wherever and however you would see fit.”
 
   “It is decided then,” Niarmit said. “Tordil and Abroath help guard the Gap of Tandar. Quintala, Hepdida, Thom and the lancers are with me.   We ride at first light; I intend to keep pace with Rugan in all things.  You had best gather your possessions.”
 
   There was a bustle of activity as Niarmit left the tent, intending to seize a moment of solitude.  A short walk along a defile cut into the mountain brought her to a craggy rock from which she had been wont to sit and survey the broad plain of the Saeth.  The orcish and nomad campfires were dotted randomly, perched on the small islands of firmer ground in the midst of the muddy ground.  The run-off from the engorged streams still flooded from the Palacintas towards the now full flowing river Saeth, washing the broad plain in a mud which offered much to aid agriculture and nothing to warfare.    
 
   The fertile land would be ripe for cultivation in the Spring, if there were any farmers left to plough under Maelgrum’s yoke.  In the distance the shuttered windows of Listcairn leaked faint torchlight into the night.  Niarmit knew in the darkness the standard of the Bonegrinders still fluttered over the ancient fortress.
 
   It pained her to be riding away from the enemy, to be riding away from the enslaved province of Morsalve. But as her father Matteus, General and Prince, had once told her, sometimes you had to retreat to move forward.  It was certain that the force they had now was unequal to the task of overthrowing Maelgrum’s minion the Medusa, still less of confronting the Dark Lord himself.  Whatever else Prince Rugan’s council might do, it should rally the forces of all the Salved in desperately needed unity.
 
   There was the faintest noise behind her, the slightest squelch in the all-pervading mud.  He had trained her well, too well.
 
   “Hello Kaylan,” she said without turning round.
 
   “Well met, my Lady,” the thief replied, sliding onto a seat on a rough lower ledge to the boulder on which she perched.  They sat a moment gazing out on the lost land of Morsalve, before Kaylan felt he had served enough silence to be entitled to speak.  “So, you ride out tomorrow, my Lady.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “And you had no orders for me, to stay or to follow.”
 
   She laughed.  “What use are orders with you, Kaylan.   Whatever I say, you will follow me with even greater determination than Quintala.  If I gave you no orders Kaylan, it was only because I considered none necessary.”
 
   “Then I ride with you and your party tomorrow?”
 
   “Of course.”    
 
   A longer silence ensued before the thief spoke again.  “My Lady?”
 
   “Yes, Kaylan?”
 
   “It seems that you are beset with doubters and gainsayers.  The path of a Queen is no less crossed with ingratitude and betrayal than was the path of a certain Princess whom I proudly served.”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “There was a time when the ingratitude was greater than you could bear.  It was a dark time.”
 
   She clapped him on the shoulder.   “Fear not Kaylan, I am not about to seek another ship for the Eastern Lands, no matter how Rugan and Kychelle might make that a tempting proposition.”
 
   “No one could blame you for feeling the temptation.”
 
   “Well, Kaylan, the Goddess has a way of re-inducting the recalcitrant into her grace.  I will serve her purpose and maybe she will find a way to save my soul.”
 
   Kaylan blenched.  “My lady, your soul must be the safest in all the Petred Isle, your efforts in your young life so far must stand you immeasurably in the Goddess’s credit, far more so than a humble thief some years your senior.”
 
   “Kaylan,” she began but could not finish.  The fact that her soul was already lost to the Goddess, that at her death the Domain of the Helm would claim her and imprison her for ever in the Vanquisher’s hellish paradise, these simple sapping truths were ones she could not express.  Instead she sat, hunched on the stone her arms around her knees overwhelmed with a sadness she could not share.  Below her Kaylan sat in companionable misery.  Long experience tuned his senses to an awareness of her distress yet he would not dare to intrude with the impertinent reassurance of a hug.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “She can whistle all four verses of Eadran’s march through her arse before I attend on her,” the necromancer declared.  “And you can tell her I said that.”
 
   Vesten was never going to pass on Galen’s undiluted contempt to the Medusa; it would take being the bearing of bad tidings to new suicidal extremes.  The secretary surmised that it was this certainty which led the necromancer to so freely vent his spleen against Dema, knowing his language would not be repeated.
 
   “It has been a week since the battle and still you have not joined her council.”
 
   “And why would I? To get my throat bitten out like poor Nagbadesh.  I mean I had heard she was a mad angry bitch but that!”
 
   “It was an assassination attempt,” Vesten wearily repeated a story he did not believe.
 
   Galen shook his head, rattling the gold chains on his high collar as he did so.  The necromancer had a flamboyant dress sense and the elaboration of his attire was strongly linked to his conception of his own value and power.  Judging by his present costume, he thought his star to be immeasurably in the ascendant.   The red robes were richly embroidered with gold and platinum threads which traced their most intricate patterns around the deep hanging cuffs of his voluminous sleeves. The robes parted at the front from neck to navel, to afford a view of the mat of thick hair across his chest.  A sharply hirsute contrast to the complete baldness of his shining head.  A palm sized medallion of gold, carved into the shape of a grinning skull, hung on a thick gold chain nestling in the carpet of his chest hair.  The stiff splayed collar rose as high as the crown of his skull, giving the impression of a man wearing half a bucket around his head.  His thin beard and moustache were trimmed to a finer precision that any artist’s brush could have achieved.  Galen, was a man in confident command of his situation, and Vesten hated him for it.
 
   “Assassination?  Yes, the best defence against an assassin is always to bite his throat out.” Scorn dripped from Galen’s lips.  “I saw the body, no other marks on it, perfect for adding to my legion of undead.”
 
   Vesten paled.  “You didn’t, not Chief Nagbadesh?  You didn’t raise him as … did you?  The orcs don’t like to think of their own kind walking the Earth after death and being denied entry to the feasting halls of the afterlife!”   
 
   Galen gave an airy wave of dismissal to the secretary’s fears. “Of course not. I know the orcs’ ways well enough and that is why the Gutshredders asked me, no pleaded with me to stay under my command rather than transfer to that mad bitch’s.”
 
   “Even after….”  Vesten was stunned.  The Gutshredders had been the tribe most mauled by Galen’s unguided zombies, yet the truth of the necromancer’s assertion was evident for all to see in the obdurate refusal of the orcs, or their master to accept orders from the Medusa. 
 
   “It is not just Dema, but Governor Odestus also commands your presence,” the secretary fumbled for extra weight for his argument. 
 
   The necromancer laughed.  “Governor?  We are not in Undersalve now, I do not answer to the fat little wizard anymore.   His authority over me ended when we left that bedraggled apology for a province.”
 
   “You were his pupil.”
 
   “A good student inevitably outgrows his teacher.  Mine is an independent command, free from old hierarchies.  I answer to no-one save the Master himself.”  Galen reached for his medallion and spun it round to show Vesten the obverse side in which was set a plain black disc.  “See, I bear the Master’s talisman.  My orders come from Maelgrum directly, every day!”
 
   “The Master would not like to see discord and disunity in his followers.”
 
   “This is not discord, Secretary Vesten.  This is just healthy competition.  The silver soldiers are locked up in the hills, licking their many wounds.  The Master will be most interested to see whether I or the snake lady are best suited to flush them out.”
 
   “She is by far a better commander than you.”
 
   “Ah, but her strength and numbers fade, while mine grows.  Every battle is a necromancer’s delight.  Win or lose, the many dead may serve another turn.  You know Rugan left eight thousand corpses on the battlefield?   Eight thousand!”
 
   “You have not the wizards to shepherd such a horde.”
 
   “I don’t need to Vesten. I just need to send them stumbling in batches into the hills.  Their hunger will do the rest.  I warrant when I take the Gutshredders up the Eastway in the Spring, we will be walking through abandoned guard posts into a land purged of the living by the dead.  And when that happens, who do you think will stand highest in the Master’s favour?”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was a homecoming of sorts, Haselrig reflected.  This after all was where it had begun, his journey into Maelgrum’s servitude.  He shook his head, he had had no choice, no real choice.  Those who had confounded him long decades ago had precipitated all the events which followed as directly as if they had deliberately chosen them. 
 
   “Something troubles you, Haselrig?” the Bishop asked without sympathy.
 
   The antiquary turned the key firmly and hauled open the wrought iron gate.    “Nothing at all your reverence.”  
 
   The more ancient or more dangerous items in the royal library were archived deep in these vaulted cellars.  The thick stone archways supporting the floors of the palace above provided long segregated caverns within which documents of varying enchantments could be safely isolated and secured.
 
   The Bishop and the antiquary stood on the threshold of one of the most extensive catacombs, the one which held all the known writings of Chirard the Mad.  The cluttered space was filled with shelves piled high with scrolls and papers, some bound manuscripts and a fair few books that were damaged, mostly by fire.
 
   “As antiquary I would have thought the least of your tasks was to keep these papers in some order,” Udecht said gazing round at the confusion.
 
   “Believe me, your reverence, this is in far better order than I found it.”  Haselrig stepped into the dusty space, lifting the corner of a familiar scroll and letting it fall back on the shelf.  “Thren the Seventh had all the Kinslayer’s writings gathered in one space.  He meant to have them studied to seek some insight into the workings of Chirard’s mind.  He thought that understanding what went wrong might mean future generations could avoid a similar catastrophe.”
 
   “Why so disordered then?”
 
   “Chirard was a paranoid bastard.  Everything he wrote was doubly encrypted and warded with hidden glyphs.  Several of Thren’s researchers were injured, two were killed.  The need to understand became less pressing after that.  
 
   “Then Thren’s son decided that any study of magic was against the true teachings of the Goddess so the mages who might have made sense of the mad one’s work all fled to the Eastern lands, or those few that stayed did so on sufferance of having their weekly supervised dose of mind numbing juice.  That left them incapable of exercising the simplest charm, still less negotiating the perils Chirard left behind.”
 
   “Why didn’t Thren the Eighth have these papers destroyed then?  All other trace of magecraft was extirpated, the colleges of magic were all sealed shut.   Why keep this, the most compelling evidence of the ruin that magic study would bring?”  Udecht reached towards one undamaged book on the shelf nearest the iron gated entrance. 
 
   “No your reverence!” Haselrig called, pulling sharply on the chain that joined them to tug the Bishop’s hand away from the shelf.  “That book is his simplest test. I have no desire to spend the first five hours of my work here dragging your unconscious body around these archives.”
 
   The Bishop lowered his hands cautiously to his sides.
 
   “Quite so, your reverence.” The antiquary, reassured by Udecht’s circumspection, addressed the Bishop’s question.   “The surest answer in Thren’s time was to lock all these papers away.   The numerous traps left by the Kinslayer were a far more effective block on curiosity than any royal statute.”
 
   “Until you came along?” Udecht observed.  “Tell me Haselrig, what was it my father did to you, that you hated him enough to visit this ruination on his family and his people?”
 
   Haselrig had been peering into the dark corridors, re-discovering his bearings in an environment untouched since he had left it one fateful night seventeen years earlier.  He did not turn at first to answer the Bishop’s question, though he did let it play in his mind.  It was Chirard’s obsession with Maelgrum, littering his writings, which had triggered the antiquary’s own curiosity in the vanquished undead wizard.   But the motivation behind Chirard’s obsession had ever eluded the antiquary.   Still there was some link between Chirard and the Helm wearer, as there had been between Maelgrum and Chirard.  
 
   “Haselrig?” Udecht snapped at the silence.
 
   “Motivations are complex things, your reverence.  They are rarely properly understood by the motivated, still less explained to a casual observer,” Haselrig replied, speaking to the book lined passageway in front of him, rather than the Bishop behind him
 
   “You betrayed the entire Salved people to their greatest enemy and you don’t even know why?” Udecht spat.  “I know something of your history, Haselrig. You once served the Church of the Goddess.  Whatever crime it was that you committed, to be given a secure position as the court antiquary must have been the mildest of punishments, yet still you bit the hand that had saved you from exile.”
 
   “It is no crime to challenge the idiocy of fools, your reverence,” Haselrig growled.  “The crime lies with those of weak intellect and great fear who deny others the advancement to which great minds are entitled.”
 
   “And yours is a great mind? A thwarted greatness to which betrayal is not so much a choice as an obligation?”  Udecht mocked.  “I trust you are enjoying the fruits of that betrayal.”
 
   Haselrig spun round.  “Maelgrum’s is the greatest mind the world has ever known, even you cannot deny that.  He walked the Eastern lands when the Monar Empire was in its pomp, he has explored the inner and the outer planes.   Dragons bend the knee to him.   The greatest crime in the Petred Isle is that an intellect of such power should have been imprisoned.”
 
   “Intelligence is not a virtue of itself, especially when it serves a will as evil as your Master’s,” Udecht snorted.  “I have seen you tremble when he calls, Haselrig.  Tell me true, are there not times when you regret whatever part it was you played in freeing him?”
 
   The antiquary hauled on the chain to lead the Bishop down a particular dark passageway lined with dusty shelves.  “The Master is generous with his knowledge and his gifts to those who serve him well. While and whenever I have been useful to him he has more than repaid my service.  Now, hurry your reverence.  He has set us a task and I do not mean to fail him in it.”
 
   “Set you a task, Haselrig,” Udecht reminded him.  
 
   “The Master has said that, provided I have served him well I will be his emissary to the Eastern Lands.  I will be Warden of his Eastern Outpost, privy to its wealth and riches as all traffic and trade is channelled through my lordship.  You will not keep me from that destiny, your reverence.” 
 
   Udecht stopped short, bringing Haselrig to a stuttering halt as the chain ran taut.  “All this, Haselrig,” the Bishop murmured.  “All this for Salicia?”
 
   
  
 

***
 
    “Are you sure this is wise?” Odestus panted, hurrying to keep pace with the Medusa as she strode imperiously through Listcairn’s Eastern gate.
 
   “If the little shit will not come when ordered then I will go and drag him to my council by that twisted thread he calls a beard.”
 
   “Dema, stay a moment please, my legs are too old for such a race as this,” Odestus gasped.  It had already been a frantic march from the castellan’s keep to the city gate and there were still barely halfway to the Gutshredder’s camp in the midst of which towered Galen’s crimson pavilion. Thankfully, the Medusa stopped and turned to look back at the wheezing wizard.  There was even a smile playing on her lips.  It creased the ragged half-healed wound which Rugan had left in her cheek but she seemed not to notice any strain or discomfort. Instead there was just that familiar amusement at his enduring weaknesses.
 
   “Your legs are only as old as the rest of you, little wizard.  Is your whole body no longer fit for purpose?”
 
   He looked around.  Of the council only he had followed her in her rage.  The sentries at the gate had averted their gaze, as so many did about Dema.  The few trusted citizens steering wagons of grain into the captive town were in no greater hurry to attract the attention of their new overlords.  In the midst of bustle and activity the pair were as close to being alone as they had been in days and Dema was smiling, head cocked to one side as she used to.   
 
   “My dear, before you go and shred that arse we know as Galen, will you walk with me a moment.  Take a turn in the constable’s gardens perhaps?”  He gestured towards the walled enclosure where the ill-fated last Constable of Listcairn had indulged his love of horticulture.  Had he given his military duties as much devotion as his flowers and herbs then he might not have had his throat opened by Dema’s sword.  Odestus added, as lightly as he dared, “There are things I would discuss with you.”
 
   “You pick your moments, little wizard.”  But she was still smiling and, diverted from her fury at the disobedient necromancer, she let Odestus lead her into the carefully ordered gardens where even the bare winter trees held elegant poses.
 
   “Well,” she said when they had walked a moment in silence.  “Have you some case to urge for your protégé, some reason for me to hold my anger and not relieve him piece by piece of his command.”
 
   “It is not of Galen, that I wanted to speak,” Odestus spoke with slow care.  “Well not simply of him.  I wanted to talk of you and the Captain.”
 
   “Little wizard, I take my pleasures where I can. I would suggest you do the same.  Who amongst us knows how much time we have left to enjoy them?”
 
   “But when I first arrived here, there had been a mischance of sorts.”
 
   “And you have restored the good Captain, as good as ever, if not better.  The experience seems to have loosened those cloying morals and loyalties which had afflicted him in the past.”
 
   “It is not the captain’s petrification that I meant, my dear.  It was… it was the other mischance.”
 
   She stopped walking and looked at him, sparkling gauze clad eyes staring at his.  “But you got rid of it?!”  She gripped his shoulder.  “You got rid of it didn’t you, little wizard?”
 
   He nodded quickly, thinking again of the great egg he had held so briefly, its leathery surface, its oval shape.  “The thing is gone, Dema, completely gone, but I fear for what it took with it.  What it took from you.”
 
   “Took from me?”  She glared at him through the mask and there was a stirring of the serpents beneath the hood of her cloak.  “Speak plain, little wizard. I am a master of war not a mistress of riddles.”
 
   “Bear with me, my dear.  There are pieces to a puzzle that has been troubling me.  I think I see how they fit together, but I would show them to you first if you would let me.”
 
   She said nothing, which he took as consent.  “You remember that night, the night in San Nystrel where, where everything began.”
 
   “How could I forget little wizard.  Your misread spell made me what I am today.”
 
   “And you remember what I said, about what you would become.”
 
   “You said I would become a monster, that the part of me which was Dema would shrivel up and die within this monstrous form.  And then you tried to stab me with your little toothpick to save me from that fate,”  she was laughing as she remembered.  “But I am still me, little wizard, twenty years on I am still me, only more so.”
 
   Odestus tried to hold her gaze, though even through the gauze her eyes could chill his blood.  His hands worked over themselves in a slow mime of handwashing as he spoke.  “My dear, you are the only Medusa, the first and the last in perhaps two thousand years.  Your kind were hunted to extinction in the East when the Monar Empire was young.  
 
   “The Medusa of ancient times were not entirely as you are.  They were crude vicious creatures, beings of instinctive malice living solitary lives because they hated everything and killed anything.   They ate raw flesh, feasting on the still warm bodies of their victims, those they did not stone.”  He paused.  “They were monsters.”
 
   “What are you saying, little wizard?” Her tone was level, dangerously even.
 
   “Twenty years ago I feared you would perforce become a monster like that, but you did not. You have not.  You have been Dema always.”
 
   She was silent and still.
 
   “But since you have taken with the Captain, since you were delivered of that… that object.”  He wrung his hands until the knuckles whitened. “Dema, I fear you are changing, that the things you have done, the egg you delivered, they are taking the humanity from you.”
 
   “You think I am becoming the monster you always feared?”
 
   “Dema, you cannot be oblivious to the changes.   I am not the only one to see them.  Your tastes, your temper, they are not as they were.”
 
   “You think that Kimbolt is screwing the humanity out of me?”
 
   He blenched at her language, but nodded, simpering with his hands.
 
   She grabbed his wrists and pulled his hands apart to stop the endless wringing.
 
   “Listen, little wizard, with Kimbolt I feel more human than I have felt in years, in decades.  Whatever it is you fear, lay it not at the Captain’s door.  You say I have changed? Many other things have changed in recent months.   We each of us are shaped by circumstance as much as nature.  Look at how different our lives and my command have become and then be not surprised if you notice some trifling differences in my manner.   The insolence of your apprentice Galen would try the patience of a Saint of the Goddess and I am certainly not one of those.”
 
   He stood dumb mouthed in the face of her denial and his stupefaction brought another smile to her lips.  She patted him lightly on the cheek, a slap of affection.  “Fear not, little wizard.  I am the Dema you have always known and now I would have words with the Necromancer.”
 
   As she strode away towards the garden gate she looked over her shoulder at the unhappy Odestus.  “I am glad you spoke of this, little wizard.  There should be no secrets between us of all people, but we will not speak of it again.  As you see, I am still and always will be Dema.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit dropped back to bring her grey mare level with the cob that Hepdida was struggling to manage.  “It will not do as I tell it,” the Princess cried as the horse slowed to a halt and bent its neck to tug at a tuft of grass grown freshly green in the recent rain.  “Prince Rugan has fobbed me off with this lazy laggard, it would suit me better to ride behind you on the mare, like before.”
 
   Niarmit grabbed the cob’s reins and with a sharp tug got the horse moving once more.  She looked around at the company drifting past.  A few of Rugan’s soldiers spared them a glance of curious amusement. “It would not suit the dignity of a Queen or of a Princess to have you ride behind me like a pauper. There are appearances to be maintained if I am to make myself heard at Rugan’s council.”
 
   Hepdida worked her heels in fruitless fury against the cob’s side and flapped the reins two handed. “This is the most disobedient of horses,” she insisted as her frantic commands drew no increase in speed from the imperturbable steed.
 
   “It was selected for its mild manner,” Niarmit observed sharply.  She had made the choice of steed with some care, knowing that horsemanship had never been part of Hepdida’s upbringing as a castle servant.  “As for its obedience, it is a simple matter of showing the creature that you are in charge. Assume the manner of command.”
 
   Hepdida repeated her flurry of cries and gestures of command only faster and louder and with no greater impact.  Niarmit grimaced as she heard a low chortle from one of Rugan’s passing honour guard.  Matteus had brought her up in the saddle.  First riding from camp to camp and later conducting a regular Prince’s progress around the different counties of the province of Undersalve, riding a horse came as second nature to her.  It was frustrating to see how ineffective a horsewoman her cousin was and to have no simple way to correct it.  Niarmit wanted to tell the girl to ‘just do it right’; she had no fuller way to deconstruct her own instinctive horsemanship into useful advice for her cousin.
 
    “By the Goddess this animal will not do as it is told,” Hepdida rattled the reins again.
 
   “Then you and it are even better matched than I had thought,” Niarmit snapped. 
 
   “What do you mean?” her cousin shot back a surly demand.
 
   Niarmit sighed.  This was not how she had meant to raise the matter, but when would there be a good time. “On the battlefield by the Saeth, I heard. I heard what you did.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t play games Hepdida.  I told you to stay with the archers, you were to keep safe, yet you start a headlong dash across the battlefield.”
 
   “Thom!” Hepdida exclaimed her colour rising.
 
   “It matters not who told me, Hepdida.  You put yourself in danger.  I have a duty, you have a duty, to keep yourself safe and that means doing as you are told.”
 
   “That didn’t seem to matter so much when you let me walk the streets of Morwencairn disguised as one of Thom’s zombies.”
 
    “That was then. A lot of things have changed since, about who we are and the politics with which we must work.”
 
   “Oh! So when I was a servant girl it was fine for me to risk all dangers, but now I am discovered a Princess I must be swaddled in an infant’s wrappings and act like a lady and ride this fucking three legged pony.”  Tears of frustration were rolling down Hepdida’s cheeks as the cob slowed once more bending its head towards another verdant clump of grass.  Niarmit’s boot in its side abruptly reminded the horse of its duty.
 
   “It is complicated,” Niarmit hissed.  “And mind your language.  It does not become a Princess, third in line to the throne to swear in public like a foot-soldier.”
 
   “You’re not my fucking mother,” Hepdida shot back.
 
   Niarmit grabbed her arm in a steel grip. “No I am not.  I’ve never hit you, or sworn at you or locked you in the store room, or suggested you flutter your eyelashes at any passing soldier.  All I did was save you from that monster Grundurg.”
 
   Hepdida stared back wide eyed. Tears flooded down the girl’s  cheeks as Niarmit ran through the litany of her mother’s vices, disclosed in a private moment and now shared in public.  She wiped her hand across her eyes and then shouted, “and why did you wait so fucking long to do that?”
 
   Then, before Niarmit could react, Hepdida harangued her horse once more and, by some chance, hit upon the combination of word and gesture to set the cob in cantering motion up the line of advancing cavalry.   
 
   Niarmit was about to gallop after her.  The swaying bearing of the Princess bespoke one whose grip upon the saddle was uncertain, yet who seemed determined to pretend each pitch and lurch were all exactly as intended.  Before the Queen could charge her own mare, Kaylan bore up beside her.  “Let me my Lady, I can calm her down.”  And then he was away before Niarmit could ask if he meant the cantering horse or its tearful rider.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was the same dream and he knew it was a dream but that familiarity only intensified the sense of dread.  He was approaching a shimmering oval window suspended in the air.  Tendrils of different shades of blue wafted across its surface in a mesmerising dance.  There were voices, and something really bad was about to happen.  He knew not what but the fear caught at his chest with such force that he couldn’t breathe.  It was going to happen and he couldn’t breathe he couldn’t move. And, as every time before, he shot into upright wakefulness sweating and gasping in unfulfilled terror.
 
   “Bad dreams Captain?”
 
   She was awake this time.  Usually she slept through his nightmares, but this time she was awake seated in the embrasure her head turned to stare out through the arrow slits.  There was a sibilant hiss of uncovered serpents.  He shut his eyes.  “Are you…”
 
   “The mask is on Kimbolt.  My snakes grow weary of confinement, but they will do you no harm.”
 
   Kimbolt swung his feet out of the bed and looked across at Dema.  The lantern had burned out so only the light of the Moon and the stars filtering in gave any definition to the shadows.  “You could not sleep?” he asked.  “Is it Galen?”
 
   “That orc buggerer and his legions of undead? I have not lost a second’s sleep on his account,” she snarled though her voice cracked at the end.
 
   Kimbolt tried to frame some words of reassurance.  “He will suffer for his insolence.  The Master will see him pay.”
 
   Dema shook her head.  “The Master does not give a shit either way.  He fears me too much to let me speak with him and it amuses him to let Galen play games with my command.”
 
   “It is poor leadership,” Kimbolt stormed.  “To let your greatest general be challenged by one such as Galen.”
 
   The Medusa sighed.  “Do you know how many of those bastard zombies I shredded trying to get to his crimson canvas palace?  It must have been dozens, maybe hundreds.  And all the while he laughed, laughed at me!” 
 
   She stood up, fists clenched, hair hissing as she repeated the necromancer’s taunts. “’your snakes can’t poison the bloodless, your gaze can’t petrify the unliving, your sword can’t kill that which is already dead.’”
 
   Kimbolt said nothing. He found that best when Dema was angry.  
 
   “’What are you Dema?” the Medusa maintained her mimicry of Galen’s reedy tone.  “’Against my legion you are just another sell sword.’”  She snorted.  “Well I showed him, I’m a bloody fast sword, the fastest he’d ever see.  They may be impossible to kill, but those zombies work a lot less well when their heads are separated from their bodies, I had the headless corpses grabbing each other as much as me.  I almost made it to the little shit. I could smell his fear, smell it running down his leg.”
 
   “I am glad Odestus did what he did,” Kimbolt said when Dema’s tirade had run its course.
 
   She nodded curtly.  “The little wizard has his uses, I must admit.  It was quite funny to see the burning zombies set each other ablaze and when they caught that canvas palace, oh Galen!” she smiled, laughing at the recollection of a scene Kimbolt had heard of only at third hand from one of the outlander guards.  Her smile died though, “I wish Odestus had let me finish it though, let me drive my blade down the little shit’s throat.” She sighed.  “Still, Odestus has the Master’s voice and I do not.”  She took something from her around her neck and tossed it towards Kimbolt.
 
   His vision atuned to the shadowlight, Kimbolt caught the disc easily, a black medallion on a leather lanyard. He held it warily, “I should not have this. He will not be pleased.”
 
   “Maelgrum? He doesn’t give a shit about me anymore.  He doesn’t talk to me. I have already done him my greatest service.   Now he looks to new servants to amuse him.  That is why the little wizard would not let me destroy the little shit.”
 
   “Dema, surely your greatest victories still lie ahead of you.”
 
   She laughed, not a pleasant sound but a cackle bordering on hysteria.  “No, Kimbolt, my greatest victories are all in my past. Nothing lies ahead of me but oblivion.”
 
   He crossed the floor and seized her hand, felt her cool flesh as it drew the heat from his fingers.  “Speak not like that Dema, where is the warrior I saw strike Constable Kircadden down? The indomitable spirit that defeated proud Hetwith. Those were the feats of a great general.”
 
   She smiled at him her skin pale in the darkness.  “You did not always think them so, Kimbolt.”
 
   “Then I was a fool. Please Dema,” he touched her cheek, his fingers tracing the ragged scar of Rugan’s blow.  The snakes hissed,  but she grabbed his hand and held it against the wound.  “Please Dema, do not be so despondent.  It is not like you.”
 
   “Odestus thinks I am not like me at all,” she grinned.  “Like you, he worries too much.  Tell me Captain, what was the dream that woke you with such violence?”
 
   “I dreamed of a shimmering blue window, and something terrible was about to happen.”
 
   “I had that dream once,” she said flatly.  “It isn’t real, the window, or the terror.  It cannot hurt you Kimbolt.”
 
   He bent his head to kiss her cheek, pressing his lips against the ragged scar.  The uncoiled snakes writhed around him, slithering over his scalp with a soft contented hiss.      
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Have you been to Laviserve before, Lady Niarmit?” Rugan was in loquacious mood as they rode down the avenue towards the elegant sprawl that was the Prince’s country palace.  He had invited Niarmit to ride beside him at the head of their twin columns of soldiers for this last leg of the journey down the broad cobbled pathway.   
 
   Niarmit was grateful for the courtesy he shown her, a courtesy which admitted she was of equal rank with him.  But at the same time, she feared that accepting his offer was to concede his right to dispense favour and her place to receive it.  Hardly confirmation of his place as her vassal.  Still, there was much to be bargained for at the forthcoming council of Princes and being close to Rugan was to be close to power. 
 
   “I have not had that pleasure before, Prince Rugan,” she admitted, choosing her next words with some care.  “Prince Matteus however, told me its beauty was unparalleled not just in the Petred Isle but in all the Eastern Lands.”  It pained her to speak of the man who raised her without giving him the epithet of father.  The subtle semantic did not escape Rugan’s notice.
 
   “Your father was a brave man and a fine soldier,” the Prince shot back.
 
   “So many who served with him have told me,” Niarmit replied cautiously.  She was silent for a moment, thinking of the other father, her real father King Gregor, who she had left abandoned in the Domain of the Helm.  The man who had made a cuckold of Prince Matteus while his own wife was sick with child.  She had been a poor daughter to them both.  Snatched to safety from the ruination of Bledrag field without so much as a chance to say goodbye to the doomed Matteus.  Struggling from the Domain of the Helm in such indecent haste she had had no words of thanks for Gregor, he who had braved flame and the undying fury of a mad dead wizard to secure her escape.
 
   As they turned a right angle at the end of the avenue, her thoughts of her fathers were driven from her mind by the stunning beauty of the Prince’s mansion and its gardens.  Sitting beside her, Rugan drank in her stunned amazement with evident satisfaction.  The whole design of the palace and its approach was framed for this moment of revelation.  She guessed Rugan had as much wanted to witness her reaction as to honour her in his invitation to ride the last league alongside him.   
 
   “Does it live up to Prince Matteus’s description?” the half-elf asked.
 
   She smiled, “A soldier is rarely a good judge or an accurate conveyer of beauty.  But he knew when superlatives were due and I have seen no building to come even close to this elegance.”
 
   Rugan grinned broadly.  “There are few causes that man or elf would die to defend, but a home such as this is one of them.” He peered towards the glittering arched entrance to the palace with keener eyes than Niarmit.  “And there if I am not mistaken are two more such causes.”
 
   He spurred his horse into a frantic gallop.   Niarmit and the two columns of soldiers behind gathered their steeds into a more dignified canter after their hasty host.
 
   By the time they caught him the Prince had dismounted before a select reception committee at the head of a long receiving line of servants and courtiers.  He held in his arms a bundle wrapped in swaddling clothes, his eyes as bright as his grin was broad.  Behind him the Lady Giseanne stood next to a rotund deaconess.  Rugan’s wife was pale but smiling as was the cleric.   On Giseanne’s other side Kychelle’s expression was a mask of disdain as Niarmit slipped lightly from her horse and approached the joyful Prince.
 
   “Lady Niarmit,” Rugan announced.  “May I present my son, the little Lord Andros.” He held up the pink bundle for her inspection and Niarmit peered into a strange squashed little face, tiny curled fingers covering its nose.  It had a thatch of the same dark hair as the Prince, but its ears were roundedly human. 
 
   “Be careful she does not harm the child,” Kychelle said, striking her staff loudly on the flagstones as she stepped forward.
 
   Niarmit eyed the elf coldly. “A child has nothing to fear from me, Lady Kychelle.”
 
   “Legitimate children are always the objects of a bastard’s jealousy,” Kychelle retorted.   
 
   On cue the baby began to cry and, before Rugan could attempt to soothe it, a clucking wet nurse had swept Andros from his father’s arms.   
 
   Giseanne glided past the brooding elf to take Niarmit’s hands in hers.  “Lady Niarmit you are most welcome here.  It has been some years since we met.”
 
   “Prince Matteus and I were at your wedding in Morwencairn.  I would have been fifteen summers then.”  Niarmit remembered the elaborate celebrations which now seemed like the high tide of The Salved Kingdom.  A time before Bulveld fell ill, before Undersalve was lost.   She blinked away the sombre thought. “It was quite an occasion.”
 
   Giseanne nodded.  “Indeed, the thawing of a decade long  frost between my father and my husband was a cause for much rejoicing.” The Princess frowned as she examined her memory.  “You were a striking young lady even then, all set for the service of the Goddess. So changed from the strong willed little girl I’d met before, at great court of Werkib.  You would only have been five that time.” 
 
   Niarmit grimaced.  The court of Werkib where Bulveld had blessed, or cursed Matteus with the province of Undersalve.   Preferring the claims of an Old General over both his own son Prince Xander and the alternative choice of a close kin of Prince Rugan.     “You will find, my Lady, that my stubborn streak at least has not changed in the intervening years, though much else has.”  
 
   Giseanne bent her head to speak softly, gripping Niarmit’s hands more firmly. “I was sorry to hear of your troubles and of the loss of your father.”
 
   “Which one, my Lady?” 
 
   “They were both brave men,” Giseanne replied instantly. “Now come, we have made rooms ready for you and your party which I trust will both befit your station and offer some relief from the many trials and discomforts I am sure you have endured.”
 
   
  
 

***  
 
   “Shit, shit and more shit,” Haselrig exclaimed.  “Did this man write about nothing but turds?”
 
   Udecht looked across the table at the furious antiquary surrounded by an overlapping confusion of papers that had been his sole focus since their simple breakfast.  The work had been a complex process of cross referencing the central parchment through two different ciphers to decode the latest doubly encrypted message that Chirard the Mad had left for posterity.  From Haselrig’s reaction it seems he had uncovered only another regal rumination which said more about Chirard’s motions than his motives.
 
   Haselrig slumped forward his head in his hands and then, with a roar he swung his arm across the table sweeping all the papers and one of the candles to the floor.  When the brittle parchment caught the flame it quickly kindled and the antiquary was on his feet in an instant frantically stamping out the conflagration lest the precious cipher documents should be consumed in the blaze.
 
   Udecht watched him with a grin which did little to calm Haselrig’s mood when the antiquary caught sight of it.  “Your reverence would do well to wish greater success upon our venture here.  Failure will pain you as much as me, may be more.” To clarify his threat he added, “there are orcs and outlanders would be pleased to do my bidding on your frame.” 
 
   “Why Haselrig,” Udecht smiled.  “You grow more like my unlamented brother Xander with each passing day.”
 
   “Xander had his merits,” the antiquary growled, combing his fingers through thinning hair.  “He at least would speak of the Helm and of the power it would bring him.  A subject on which you and Chirard are stubbornly mute.”
 
   “I have nothing to say, I know nothing of the Helm. Did my brother not enlighten you with his own insight?”
 
   Haselrig shook his head.  “No, his only certainty was that it would bring him immeasurable power and, having seen the artefact being wielded, it seems his thinking was well founded.  Had he survived the wearing of it I am sure he at least would have been most open with its secrets.”
 
   Udecht shrugged, “why would he be any different to the rest?”
 
   “What rest?”
 
   “Those who wore the Helm have never spoken of it, so my father told me.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Udecht sighed.  “My father never wore the Helm, like many before him, he said he would not set on his head an object that no-one could tell him a thing about.  His great-grandfather, Gregor the third was the last who wore it, before my brother that is, and he became as mad as Chirard so they say, but in his lucid moments he would say nothing about the Helm.  No-one who wore it ever has.”  The Bishop stopped aware suddenly of the intense study that Haselrig was giving his every word.
 
   “Go on your reverence,” the antiquary murmured with ill-concealed impatience. 
 
   “I am not your assistant, no matter what you may tell your Master.”
 
   “Your reverence, is there nothing in this life you would think it worth living for, something to exert the slightest effort at self-preservation?”
 
   Udecht was silent, his thoughts on a dark haired girl with a scarred face who had handed the Helm to him when he dropped it in the night.   
 
   “Ah,” Haselrig said.  “There is something then, or perhaps someone?  My Master has ways of teasing out every secret, you may as well tell me.”
 
   “I was just thinking Haselrig, about your little problem,” Udecht blustered.
 
   “And what conclusions did your reverence draw?”
 
   The Bishop stumbled, thinking aloud.  “These papers you have been examining, what led you to them?”
 
   Haselrig resumed his seat and studied the bishop’s expression carefully.  “I researched many of the papers of Chirard when first I came here.  It was a hobby of mine, a challenge fitting for my talents when Forven consigned me to this career backwater.  The Mad King wrote much and often of Maelgrum, of his power and such information as Chirard had gleaned about his imprisonment.  These papers here,” he gestured at the scrolls on the floor which Udecht had carried from the darkest shelves at his command.  “They were ones I did not study much before, I quickly deduced they were a catalogue of Chirard’s…” the antiquary flushed a little pink as he searched for a suitably delicate term.
 
   “A catalogue of Chirard’s shit,” Udecht supplied it for him.
 
   “Indeed, your reverence.”   Haselrig nodded gratefully.  “So having scoured his other writings I thought, maybe as King he had concealed any messages about the Helm in these annals.  That all this.” He kicked the piles upon the floor.  “That all this crap was just a cunning plan to hide his deepest secrets.”
 
   “Burying the story of the Helm in shit?”
 
   “But it seems it is what it appears, nothing more or less than a lunatic’s obsession with his alimentary health.”
 
   “No one who wore the Helm has ever spoken of its power, Haselrig, or written of it.  The Helm’s secrets each wearer carries to the grave.  Once they have set the thing upon their head their lips are sealed about its secrets.”
 
   The antiquary looked up sharply.  “Say that again, your reverence.”
 
   “Once they have set the thing upon their head their lips are sealed about its secrets,” Udecht repeated slowly unnerved by the gleam in Haselrig’s eyes.
 
   The antiquary slapped his palm against his forehead.  “Fool that I am,” he cried.  “I have only searched Chirard’s writings after he became King, after he had worn the Helm.  If what you say is true, its powers would have struck him dumb on the subject.   But before he became king, before he set it on his head, maybe he discovered some secret of the Helm that initiated his orgy of kinslaying just so he could access its powers.”
 
   Haselrig stood up abruptly.  “Come Udecht, get rid of this rubbish.  There are a dozen shelves of the writings of the young Lord Chirard that we have not even touched.”
 
   Udecht rose less happily, unsure whether the antiquary’s new found optimism would prove a cause for long term celebration.  However, he was grateful that it had distracted Haselrig from probing more deeply into the Bishop’s weaknesses.  He had no desire for anyone in Maelgrum’s service to know how often and with what fears he thought of the distant daughter he had known so fleetingly.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “He is so small,” Hepdida said in wonderment as tiny pink fingers curled around her thumb.
 
   “You were that small once,” the lady said, the kind lady with the long dark hair and the pale face.
 
   “Can I hold him?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Hepdida reached and the wet nurse let the girl slip her arms around the bundle of cloth and tiny life.  “If I ever have a child I will love it and protect it and never let it go,” Hepdida murmured looking down into the dark brown eyes that fixed her with unblinking curiosity.
 
   “I am sure you will,” the lady said.  “Here sit down with him, let his head rest in the crook of your elbow.”
 
   Hepdida settled into the chair swallowed by its high back and deep upholstery.  The baby Andros gurgled contentedly at her.
 
   “I never had a brother or sister,” she said.
 
   “I had three brothers,” the lady replied sadly.  “That was not always a good thing, but I miss them. I miss all of them.”
 
   Hepdida looked up at her.  “Udecht still lives, Niarmit told me she would know if he had died.”
 
   “I would know too,” Giseanne said, her hands crossed in front of her.  “Udecht lives and I hope he may someday be happier than he is now.”
 
   “He is thinner than he was,” Hepdida said searching for some comfort for the kind lady with the sad voice.  “I mean,” she added hurriedly, “I think that is better for him.”
 
   “I know. He always had enough to spare a few pounds,” Giseanne reassured her, taking the seat opposite the nursing chair.  They fell silent in contemplation of absent fathers and present babies.  
 
   “Now, my dear,” Giseanne said.  “What about those clothes I promised you.  We can’t have you wondering the palace in those travel stained rags.”
 
   “Really,” Hepdida looked up reminded suddenly of the lady’s promise when first she had been spirited away from Niarmit’s entourage.  
 
   Giseanne nodded to a maidservant by the door who promptly disappeared.  “When I came here from my wedding, one of my ladies in waiting was of a size with you.  She left the ceremonial gowns when she returned to Morwencairn. I have them still.”
 
   “You are too generous,” Hepdida gushed as the servant returned bearing two elegant dresses, different concoctions of forest green and delicate coral.  
 
   The wet nurse approached to retrieve the Lordling Andros, as Giseanne urged.  “Go, try them on.  I am sure poor Laetitia has no use of them now, where-ever she is.”
 
   Hepdida hesitated in reaching for the coral gown.  “I am sure the Goddess has watch on your lady in waiting.”  She felt the emptiness of her words having seen what had become of the inhabitants of the captive city of Morwencairn, but the lady seemed reassured. Hepdida grabbed at the shimmering dress as a starving man might seize a hunk of bread and dashed into the ante-chamber.
 
   Giseanne’s eye was true, the dress was a perfect fit.  Hepdida swirled and twirled before a tall looking glass, trying to admire herself from every angle.  As a child she had imagined herself a princess, and then a simple soldier’s sweetheart, before the bold brave Captain Kimbolt had become the focus for all her fantasies.  As the dress spun around her she was again that child in her mother’s room dancing in the dress too fine for Sahira to have owned.  She stopped, remembering then the torn silk, her mother’s fury, the stinging slap and the hissed warning that her father must never be told.
 
   It was with subdued pleasure that Hepdida returned to show Giseanne her gift and she was glad she had bitten back the shining adolescent joy for Quintala stood at the lady’s shoulder and the half-elf did not look pleased.       
 
   “Your cousin has had us scouring the palace for you, my Princess,” the Seneschal said with a grim visage but a twinkle in her eyes.
 
   “What fear can your mistress have for the lady’s safety in my husband’s house?” Giesanne asked lightly.
 
   “I think her only fear was that the young Princess might be making a nuisance of herself.”
 
   Hepdida frowned and flounced at Quintala’s words, recognising in them the ungarnished truth.
 
   “I find her quite charming,” Giseanne soothed.  “She has certainly made a good impression on the little Lordling, and do you not think she brings new life to this old gown?”
 
   Quintala nodded, “she certainly looks every part the Princess, now, though the Lady Niarmit would not want her to trespass too heavily on your generosity.”
 
   “You mean my cousin’s worried I will spoil her game of politics,” Hepdida snapped. 
 
   Quintala’s eyebrow shot up at the outburst but it was Giseanne who spoke.  “It is no burden, Seneschal.  I have been here in pampered safety while your mistress and the Lady Hepdida have been braving many dangers.  I am grateful to be able to offer them any comforts I can, and you too Seneschal.  You have ridden a varied wearying road since last we spoke.”
 
   “The journey had its surprises,” Quintala admitted.  “I did not expect to return in such circumstances.  In truth, I am not sure I expected to return at all.”
 
      Giseanne reached for the half-elf’s hand and squeezed it warmly.  “When you left it was with an angry and impatient heart.  I hope the fires of your self-reproach have burned out now, Seneschal.  My brother trusted you, trusted you with all he held dear.”  Quintala tried to pull her hand away, but Giseanne gripped it tighter. 
 
   “I failed him, failed them both,” the half-elf said thickly.
 
   “That was the enemy’s doing, not your failure,” Giseanne assured her as Quintala freed her hand at last.  “Rebuke yourself no more.  Look to the future.”
 
   “I will serve my Queen,” Quintala said stiffly.  “My Lady Giseanne is too kind, always too kind.”  She turned to Hepdida and gave a short bow.  “I will tell her Majesty that I have found you, my Princess and that you are neither come to nor causing any harm where you are.”
 
   “Thank you, Seneschal,” Giseanne answered for them both.  “The Lady Hepdida has another dress to try and then I think the little Lordling would welcome another hold.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Thom looked around the circle of faces trying to gauge their reaction to the story he had just told.  It had been a frank confession of his sin of wizardry, his exile beyond the barrier, his induction into Maelgrum’s gathering army and the thankfully small part he had played in the disasters the Dark Lord had subsequently wreaked upon the kingdom of the Salved.  Niarmit had told him to speak plain and he had given them the ungilded truth.  Seeing now their stern expressions, he wished he had made more of his own repugnance at the actions forced upon him.
 
   “So,” the mitred prelate at Rugan’s left began.  “You were at this battle of Proginnot where you say King Gregor fell and you served the enemy there?”
 
   Thom nodded glumly.  “I was with the legion of the undead, Bishop Sorenson.”  He used the name with all due reverence, instinctive subservience to ingratiate himself with the representative of the boy Prince of Nordsalve.  “King Gregor and his cavalry charged us, charged them that is, into them, through them.  He was chasing down his brother Xander, but Xander was the victor in that combat.  I saw him waving the two swords, the Father and the Son.  The one he must have got from Prince Thren, the other from Gregor.”
 
   “But Xander perished in the capture of Morwencairn?” the darker haired of the two Lords of Oostsalve interrupted.  Why the Prince had sent both Abroath’s brothers was as much a mystery as to why Rugan had admitted both of them to the council, they could surely only have the one vote.
 
   Thom nodded.  “That is right Lord Leniot, I heard Marwella, the leader of the Necromancers recount the tale.  The Prince Xander was not well liked amongst the mages in Maelgrum’s army so the story of his fate was retold many times over.  He was killed as the city fell.  He wore the Helm and it destroyed him.”
 
   “By the Goddess, it must be a truly evil traitor to find no friends in an army of exiles, orcs and undead,” Leniot’s bearded brother exclaimed.
 
   “Indeed Lord Tybert,” Thom conceded.  “I only knew of him. We never exchanged any words.  But Prince Xander was a man of rude and uncertain temper; few sought out his company or long enjoyed his favour.” He bowed towards Rugan’s wife seated impassively at the Prince’s right hand.  “Begging you pardon to speak ill of your brother, Lady Giseanne.”
 
   She waved his apology aside.   “An ill truth is better than a kind lie, Master Thomelator.”
 
   “Tell me again,” Bishop Sorenson said. “Of what happened when Morwencairn fell.  You say these poor soulless beings were let loose upon the population.”
 
   Thom swallowed hard and nodded.  “Yes, they were driven through the gates which the dragon had burned away.”
 
   “Dragon!” Lord Leniot snorted.
 
   “I saw it,” Thom snapped.  “With my own eyes.”
 
   “Before you yourself drove a horde of undead to sack the city and kill its inhabitants,” Kychelle broke in with a voice like cut glass.
 
   “It was not a horde,” Thom stammered.   “Not mine, my duty was only ever to round up stragglers.”
 
   “Lady Kychelle you miss the point,” Niarmit’s flashed a glance at Thom to bid him silent.  “Thom has told you that Xander was destroyed when he tried to wear the Helm.  That is proof that, despite the deaths of Gregor, Thren and Eadran, Prince Xander was not next in line to the throne.  That there was another child of Gregor’s betwixt him and the power he craved.  Is not this proof that I am Gregor’s heir?”
 
   “Lady Niarmit,” the elf replied hands folded on the gnarled wooden staff before her.  “It is you who miss the point.  We have before us a man who has admitted engaging in a practice of magic forbidden to all humans, who has admitted treacherously serving the enemy in not one but two battles against the soldiers of the Salved.  If it is on the uncertain word of this self-confessed criminal that you choose to rest your case, then it lies on shaky ground indeed.” While Niarmit’s jaw dropped in stunned surprise, the elf rounded on Thom.  “Tell me, Master Thomelator, when did you last take your dose of mentis torpens?”  
 
   “What?”  The unanticipated question quite threw the bewildered illusionist.  He looked across at Niarmit for guidance, but the Queen was as wrong footed as he.  “I… er.. that is…Mentis Torpens?” Thom stammered.
 
   “Come Master Thomelator, answer,” the elf upbraided him.
 
   “Please, my Lady, call me Thom.”  Thom tried his best winning smile. ”Only my Mother and the crone Marwella ever called me much by my full name.”  
 
   “Well I am certainly neither your mother nor a crone,” Kychelle retorted hotly.  “And answer the question, when did you have your last dose of mentis torpens.”  She stamped her staff on the floor.  “Mind numbing juice, you sometimes call it, used to make criminal mages safe.”
 
   “Er… I haven’t.” 
 
   “What,” Kychelle bridled.  “Don’t tell me, Lady Niarmit, that you have brought into our council a practitioner of arts forbidden to all humans yet still fully able to deploy any spell he should chose!”
 
   Bishop Sorenson reached for his crescent symbol.  The brother Lords looked at each other and then the nearest exit.  The elf Lady glared around in enjoyment at the disquiet she had inspired. “What proof have we that any of this is true, that Gregor or Xander are even dead with witnesses of this calibre!”  She pointed in turn at Thom and Hepdida whose earlier testimony had been heard in muted silence.  The Princess’s scarlet cheeks and furious expression were in rude contrast with the elegance of her new clothes and freshly braided hair.
 
   “They speak true, Lady Kychelle.  I will vouch for that.”  Giseanne had stood up holding out her right hand on which sat a heavy sapphire set in a great ring.  Her intervention had stolen even Kychelle’s wind and Giseanne held the ring aloft.  “You know this ring, you all know it.  One of a set of four that my mother had made for me and my brothers.  What you do not know is that the rings carried a subtle enchantment a gift my mother shared only with me.” 
 
   She closed her right hand over the ring on her left and shut her eyes.  “With its faint dweomer I can sense the moods and feelings of my brothers, each in tune with their own jewel.  Gregor’s diamond, Xander’s ruby and Udecht’s emerald.”
 
   As Giseanne concentrated hard, Kychelle sniffed the air catching at some scent of magic.  At Giseanne’s side Rugan was looking at his wife in stunned surprise his eyes widening as he too sensed the enchantment at work.    
 
   “The ring has told me of the deaths of Gregor and then of Xander at just the times young Thom has described them.  You will recall the second occasion Lady Kychelle.  It was the violence of Xander’s end that had me fainting in the gardens.  The ring tells me also that my brother Udecht still lives even now as the Lady Hepdida has told us.”
 
   She opened her eyes to look around at the stunned council.  “So if you would doubt young Thom then you must call me a liar too, and I must make my own confession of indulgence in a small way in the forbidden arts of magic. I would hope that in these troubled times some allowance might be made for me and also for Thom here.  Surely this is a time when laws may be bent a little for the greater good?”
 
   There was a babble of voices, cut short by Rugan’s roar of command.  “I call a recess in this council.  There are words I must have with my wife.  We will meet again tomorrow morning.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Standing before Maelgrum in his great vaulted halls did not grow easier with repetition. Haselrig shivered though the atmosphere was free of the cloying freezing mist which usually heralded the Dark Lord’s displeasure.  Indeed Maelgrum’s empty red eye sockets throbbed red with something akin to pleasure while Rondol and Marwella, again in attendance, seemed more at ease in their proximity to power than Haselrig had ever felt in the long years of exile.  The antiquary glared at the towering sorcerer and the withered crone, begrudging them the ascendancy that had once been his.  However, he looked swiftly down when Rondol met his gaze.  It was not wise to anger those who rode high in Maelgrum’s favour.  
 
   “How goesss your resssearch, Hassselrig?” 
 
   “We make progress, Master.  The Bishop here,” Haselrig said, jerking Udecht’s chain. ”Has afforded a useful insight and our studies now pursue a new direction.”
 
   “Udecht ssservesss you well then?” 
 
   “Any help I have given your slave has been entirely unintentional,” the Bishop retorted with ruinous timing.
 
   Immediately the air temperature dropped and clouds of vapour condensed at the undead wizard’s sleeves, while the red glowing of his eyes brightened and hardened into brittle luminous scarlet.
 
   There was a crack as Rondol summoned his whip of lightning, but Udecht turned on him with equal insouciance. “Strike all you like, lickspittle. The world holds no more fears for me,” the Bishop taunted.
 
   “Your departure from it will be a long drawn out affair, Eadranspawn,” the sorcerer snarled.  “Filled with more pain and suffering than you can imagine.”
 
   “And then your dead form shall rise and serve our Master in his legion,” Marwella added her own promise.  “I will see to it personally.”
 
   “Whatever you think my mind and soul, by no further accident will lend assistance to your foul cause.”
 
   “Bishop,” Haselrig’s pleading turned into a splutter.  “Do not vex the Master so.”
 
   “Let me take him, Master,” Rondol cried flinging his whip behind him for the strike.  “Let me take them both.”
 
   With the slightest inclination of a bony digit Maelgrum stayed the sorcerer’s blow.  He rose from the throne and came down the steps in a cloud of freezing mist that had the Bishop’s teeth chattering loosely in his head.  The undead wizard bent his skull to peer into Udecht’s eyes.  A stench of death and decay enveloped the antiquary and the Bishop but, while Haselrig found himself standing in a puddle of his own making, Udecht glared back in trembling defiance into the mask of a two thousand year old herald of death.
 
   “How ssstrange it isss, that a man ssshould have no care for hisss own life or sssafety.”
 
   “I should have died in Sturmcairn, all the time I have now is stolen.”
 
   “But think, Bissshop,” Maelgrum said as he caressed Udecht’s cheek with a blackened fingertip.  Beneath the touch, the skin froze and darkened into a deep frost bite which drew an involuntary  whimper from the Bishop’s throat. “Think what you would have missssed in that fate.  No chance to ssseee the daughter you dared not acknowledge until now?”
 
   Haselrig looked sharply across at Udecht, surprise conquering miserable fear at their present circumstance.  The revelation of Maelgrum’s knowledge had shocked the Bishop just as much, struck motionless, the power to even tremble gone at this blow.
 
   “Come now, Bissshop, did you think sssuch a sssecret could be kept from me.  Perhapsss you have ssssome tiny hope to ssseee her again.  I am told that fathersss like to watch their children grow.”
 
   “You lie,” Udecht spoke at last his voice a strain of pain and anguish.  “You know nothing.”
 
   “A sssmall girl,  ssscarsss on her face here and here,” as he spoke Maelgrum anointed the bishop’s cheeks with the trace of his fingers, drawing matching scars which burned upon the father’s face.  “Dark hair, and one time toy to Grundurg the mossst creative orc I have met in centuriesss.  Her mother wasss a ssservant Sssahira, until Grundurg’sss ssshield ssspike made a ruin of her face.  Tell me did you love the mother more or lessss than the daughter?”
 
   “Where is she?” Udecht hissed, the sinews of his neck grown taut with uncertainty. “What have you done to her?”
 
   “Nothing!”
 
   Maelgrum turned away from Udecht and stalked back to his throne, warmth returning to the air and their limbs as the undead lord savoured the Bishop’s distress.  “I have done nothing to your preciousss daughter, nothing yet.  Ssshe thinks ssshe isss sssafe now, they all do.  They forget how far my sssight ssstretchesss and that my reach isss equal to it.  The Lady, the wizard and the necromancer will settle their little sssquabble and all who oppose me will find their isss no haven thisss side of the Eassstern landsss and even there, any illusssion of sssafety will be short lived.”
 
   “The Master is all seeing,” Rondol intoned.
 
   “The Master is all knowing,” Marwella added.
 
   “The Master is all powerful,” Haselrig automatically completed the mantra of Maelgrum’s servants.
 
   “At thisss time,” the undead lord continued to address the hapless Bishop.   “The child isss of no importance and little interessst to me.  But those factsss may change if, on my return I find your progresss in thisss tasssk disssapoints me.  Grundurg in his torturesss may have been a mossst creative orc, but ssshould your daughter fall within my grasssp she will find my imagination and my ability to realissse it reachesss an entirely different plane.”  Maelgrum’s lipless mouth opened in a hollow laugh which found halting echoes once he had turned to look at Rondol and Marwella.
 
   “Your return, Master?”  Haselrig queried.  “You spoke of your return.  Are you leaving?”
 
   “I ssseee your witsss, have not entirely dessserted you, Hassselrig.”
 
   “Unlike your piss,” Rondol snarled a retort, but Maelgrum waved him silent.
 
   “It ssseemsss there are sssome countiesss of thisss conquered domain that have not yet realisssed how the order of life, and of death hasss changed.  I sssent them orcs, a cssertain Mayor Hiral sssent me back headsss.  It will be sssalutary to show all of Morsssalve what the anger of Maelgrum bringsss.  The Dragon’sss day of ssservice isss almossst upon usss. I think hisss presssence will ssstrengthen the lesssson to be given.”
 
   “Scum that dare to rise will soon fall into the muck in which they belong,” Rondol cried a hallelujah to his master.
 
   “The foolssss think that the boy prince of Nordsssalve will come to their aid if they only prove their courage in ssstanding againssst me.”
 
   “But what if Nordsalve does fight with them?” Haselrig was drawn for a moment into the strategic considerations which had once been part of his daily discourse with Maelgrum.
 
   “Then, Hassselrig, I will dessstroy them all.  My power hasss grown great while you have frittered your hoursss in ssstudying forgotten diariess.  Marwella will lead the Legionsss and I will lead the orcsss and outlandersss.  Together we will sssweep all before usss.”  He gave an airy flick of his hand towards the sorcerer on his right.  “Rondol will have order of my affairsss here.  In three weeksss I will return.  You had better have newsss for me by then Hassselrig, or your hide and the Bissshop’sss daughter will sssuffer greatly for it.”   
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was him, but he was dead.  Hepdida’s heart pounded at the misshapen reflection in the silver shield and chief Grundurg grinned back at her. Then when she thought her chest would burst, the guard shifted his stance, adjusted the shield and the reflection slipped from view and it was a woman’s voice calling from behind them.  “Lady Niarmit,” the voice called, familiar and homely if a little anxious.  Still, Hepdida turned slowly to face the new arrival, and only after she had seen Thom and Kaylan do the same with no trace of alarm.  
 
   It was not the squat orc of her nightmares, but the round faced Deaconess, red with hurrying.  But she slowed when she realised that the small mounted group had stopped to wait for her. 
 
   “What is it mistress Rhodra?” Niarmit asked from the grey mare her half-brother had unknowingly bequeathed her.  
 
   The breathless Deaconess threw her own question as she drew level with Niarmit’s knee.  “Where are you going at this hour, Lady Niarmit, not leaving us?”
 
   “Given the week long stalemate in the council’s proceedings we thought to take a ride in the woods around the palace,” Niarmit replied.
 
   “In my brother’s home it is said the wall have ears,” Quintala added.  “We had hopes that the trees might prove deaf.”
 
   “The Lady Giseanne would speak with you,” Rhodra parted with her message in a rush.
 
   “All of us?”  Thom asked.
 
   Rhodra shook her head and swallowed back the lingering exertion of her dash to the stables.  “No, she said just the Lady Niarmit and the Seneschal if they would come.”
 
   The half-elf dipped her chin in acknowledgement of the distinction.  “I have always had time for the Lady Giseanne.”
 
   “Who else is invited to this meeting?” Niarmit asked, not shifting from her saddle.  “Are other messengers entreating the Lords of Oostsalve or Bishop Sorenson to attend?”
 
   “Will my brother be there?” the half-elf added.
 
   Rhodra spoke softly.  “Only I was sent and only to speak with you, my Lady.”   
 
   Niarmit was already dismounting.  “This ride can wait,” she said as Quintala also slid gracefully from the saddle. “Kaylan, have the horses stabled.”
 
   “Why?” Hepdida’s shrill question brought a glare from Niarmit. 
 
   “I thought you didn’t enjoy riding,” her cousin said, watching the Princess through narrowed eyes.
 
   “I’m hardly going to get any better at it, if every time I am going to practice I get called back to sit and wait for the next moment when I and my story are to be paraded before a crowd of sourpusses who clearly think I made the whole thing up.”   Frustrated indignation bubbled over as she jabbed at the lines on her cheeks.  “Those bastard brothers of Abroath’s grinned at these like they thought I did this myself.”
 
   “Or like they wished they’d made the marks themselves,” Quintala murmured so quietly that Hepdida thought she had mis-heard.
 
   “You are tired,” Niarmit said with quick kindness.  “I’m sorry. I had not thought what a trial this questioning must have been.  You must rest.”
 
   Hepdida stood up in her stirrups to shout her cousin down, but the cob moved a step or two, stealing her balance and her words.  She felt Kaylan’s hand on her arm, squeezing slightly to steady and to silence her.  “A ride would do the Princess as much good as a rest, my Lady,” the thief observed, one eyebrow raised.  “Rugan’s Palace is no place for the young. Thom and I will make sure your cousin comes to no harm in the Prince’s forests.”
 
   They were silent for a moment, Niarmit contemplating the thief’s offer and her cousin’s scowl.  Hepdida glared back, hiding pain with anger and feeling only more pain at the sad puzzlement in Niarmit’s eyes.  
 
   It was Rhodra who broke the spell.  “The Lady Giseanne was most anxious to speak with you my Lady and it has already taken me longer than I thought to track you down.”
 
   “Go then, Kaylan,” Niarmit said but it was Hepdida she was looking at with her plain spoken dismissal.  Hepdida swung away hauling on reins, thighs and heels convulsing in a frenzy to get the obdurate cob moving. Tears of an un-thought sorrow stung her eyes and she would not look back even as Quintala wished her well.
 
   “Enjoy a quiet afternoon in the forests, my Princess.  You have earned it,” the half-elf said softly.  There were no words from Niarmit.
 
   Kaylan took the cob’s reins to lead her out of the courtyard onto the forest path.  Thom followed behind and the silence lasted until the walls of Rugan’s palace were hidden by the massed trunks of the towering trees, planted in tribute to the Prince’s kin on his mother’s side.
 
   “How do you do it, Kaylan?” Hepdida said at last as the anger faded leaving only a pit of self-disgust.
 
   “Do what, my Princess?”
 
   “Live with such perfection.  Knowing she is always right. She has all the answers, never doubting.  I am just a child to her.  Nothing I do is right.”
 
   Kaylan stopped his mare and turned to look at the surly Princess.  He frowned as he gave her words some serious thought and she was grateful that when he spoke it was not to tell her that she was indeed just a child.  “The Lady Niarmit has known her share of doubt my Princess.  I expect waves of it still assail her now, but she dare not show it. She only rarely lets her torments break free.”
 
   “She is so cold at times that I am scared even to touch her.”
 
   “My father was such a one,” Thom said on her other side.  “not cold, but driven always aware that he had never won the battle of life, just not lost it yet.   I think our Queen follows a similar trail on this uncertain path to victory.  She climbs every hill in the hope that each new summit will give her a clear view of the route by which Maelgrum may be overthrown and instead each new summit reveals just another higher hill.”
 
   Hepdida twisted her fingers in the slow moving cob’s mane. “I always feel small and weak beside her.”  
 
   “There is a strength in you too Princess, you have survived your own trials and Lady Niarmit knows it,” Kaylan patted her arm, a familiarity he would never have contemplated with the Queen.
 
   “I should sleep in my own room, Kaylan.  My nightmares keep her awake.”
 
   “What do you dream of, my Princess?” the thief asked gently.
 
   She shrugged and lied.  “I can never remember, I just wake sweating.”
 
   Her companions were silent, if they had guessed at her dissembling they chose not to point it out.  
 
   “Tell me, Kaylan,” Thom said as the horses walked slowly between the trees.  “What do you make of our two Lords of Oostsalve?”
 
   “I can scarce credit they shared a mother, still less a father with our noble Prior.”
 
   Hepdida was glad of the talk and glad not to be its focus.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Another pillar of slow walking flame erupted in the night.  “That doesn’t stop them, Captain,” Abroath grunted sweating with exertion.
 
   “But it makes them easier to see,” the elf called back his eyes shining bright with the fire of half a dozen staggering torches.  “And once they have burned all to ash, there is no harm in them.”
 
   Between the burning zombies a broken line of undead staggered up the hill neither hurried nor alarmed by their fellows’ fate.  One of the staggering flares stumbled and fell over, scorched sinews no longer answering to its undead hunger. Tordil leapt lightly over a boulder his sword glinting in the red light.  
 
   “How close do I have to be?” Abroath asked clutching at the crescent symbol around his neck.
 
   “The Lady Niarmit just got in the middle of them,” Tordil called as he stepped towards the nearest zombie and sliced its head off.  Arrows punctured another of the creatures illuminated by flickering flames.  “Don’t waste your efforts,” the elf shouted at the archers behind him.  “You have to cut them to pieces, arrows don’t stop them.  Get a blade and get in there.”
 
   A few yards behind the elf, Abroath held his symbol aloft and took a hesitant step towards the nearest zombie.  The creature cowered before the holy emblem as Abroath stammered out a blessing, “b..b.. benedictonium de D..D..Dea.”
 
   The zombie bent as if blown by a great wind, its lips twisted in a snarl of discomfort, but then the pressure faded and it straightened, its mouth opening, broken teeth red with blood.  The creature lunged towards Abroath, as the Prior stumbled backwards and fell over a stone. A flash of blade and the zombie’s hands tumbled from stumps of arms but still the creature fell towards him, its maw gaping to tear chunks from his throat. A foot intercepted the creature in its fall as Tordil kicked it to one side.
 
   “It isn’t working, Captain,” Abroath cried.  “The blessing. It is not stopping them!”
 
   “Have more faith, Prior,” Tordil snapped, his sword slicing off the fallen zombie’s head though the disparate parts still snarled, scuttled and crawled in pursuit of prey.  “You must have more faith!”
 
   Then he was away, calling for more of the troops of Oostsalve to come down the hill and lay into the flock of shambling undead as they stumbled out of the darkness.   
 
   Abroath shuffled to his feet.  Another creature had caught his scent and was lurching with ill intent his way.  He kicked aside a severed hand which had caught at his sandaled foot, and held out his symbol trying to believe it as potent a weapon as Tordil’s sword.  The zombie lumbered closer, ducking slightly as though to avoid sight of the symbol in the Prior’s hand.
 
   Abroath closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.  He summoned up every shred of faith, the moment of his ordination when he had known the favour of the Goddess flowing into him, the first time he had healed an old man and felt her power at his fingertips.  He let that belief drive out the knee trembling fear at the awful miasma of the creature he could smell but dare not see.  He believed, believed in a greater good than the evil that confronted him and he declaimed “benedictonium de Dea.”
 
   There was a shrill inhuman shriek as a gust of power blew from his outstretched hands.  “That’s the way Prior,” he heard Tordil’s voice calling.  Abroath opened his eyes, one at a time.  A swathe had been cut through the uneven line of zombies approaching him, a wedge filled with scattered piles of dust.  But even as he watched more creatures filtered out of the darkness, moving into the space.
 
   “Again, Prior,” Tordil shouted from away to his left, and again Abroath lifted his symbol, though it seemed heavier than before.
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   “How was our brother when last you saw him, Seneschal?”  Quintala looked up from her glass into the lopsided smiles of the Lords of Oostsalve.  
 
   Prince Rugan’s sprawling elegant palace was more a town than a building.  The ruler of Medyrsalve had long held to the dictum of keeping his friends close and his enemies closer and in the remote grandeur of his country palace that meant the needs of a sizeable population of constant guests must be met, including the opportunity to eat, drink and socialise.  So it was Quintala had found her way to one of the public galleries where plush furnishings would afford some comfortable repose and liveried flunkies could be prevailed upon to provide refreshment.
 
   The half-elf’s winged chair had been carefully chosen for its location in a discreet corner by one of the smaller fireplaces.  The seat angled away from the main thoroughfare, but still the Lords of Oostsalve had found her.    Despite her glare and her silence the two pulled up seats for themselves in semblance of a cosy conclave.
 
   Quintala glanced around.  One of her brother’s purposes, in supplying so convenient an environment for casual conversations, was to ensure it was his servants who caught any  drops of indiscretion that such talk might let slip.  But whatever Leniot and Tybert wished to discuss, it seemed they were to be unobserved.
 
   The dark haired Lord Leniot pulled his chair still closer, his knees a couple of inches away from Quintala’s.  Lord Tybert sat back and stroked his chin, thinking perhaps that the beard leant a distinction which the anonymity of his mouse brown hair denied him.   In letting his brother take the lead he presumably hoped that his silence would be mistaken for the wisdom of deep thought.
 
    “Our brother, Seneschal, short, blond hair, white robes, not like us at all,” Leniot prompted, even sketching a tonsure upon his head.
 
   “No, not like you at all,” Quintala agreed, her nose wrinkling at the reek of liquor that wafted with Leniot’s every word.
 
   “My brother here and I, we find you are of great interest to us.”
 
   “I’m sorry I cannot say the same.”  Quintala eyed the two brothers warily.  Tybert, looked at her over steepled fingers an unpleasant smile playing across his lips.  Leniot’s grin was broadening into a leer.  The half-elf frowned.  Whatever intelligence they sought to prise from her, whatever they may have heard or guessed at of the meeting with Lady Giseanne, this was surely the clumsiest attempt at espionage.
 
   “You are a woman known to have many talents, talents and desires.  My brother and I, we know about meeting such desires and enjoying such talents.”
 
   Leniot’s hand reached toward her knee, but never arrived.  A muttered enchantment and a flick of the half-elf’s fingers and the Eastern Lord’s hand stopped frozen short of his target, his foolish grin fixed in place a tendril of drool slithering from the corner of his mouth.  Behind him the Lord Tybert framed a tableau only slightly less absurd.  The spell had caught him frozen on the brink of a chortling laugh which, in the instant of capture might have been anything from a sneeze to a vomit.
 
   Quintala edged carefully out of her chair and around their frozen forms.  “You are either the two most cleverly disguised spies, my Lords,” she told them.  “Or you are indeed the arrogant imbeciles you appear.  Insult me one more time and I will cast a spell that sees you never rise for any woman ever again.”
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   “Do you even know what effect your undead are having?” Dema stormed at Galen.
 
   “My necromancers set them on their way and we see the fires and hear the alarms they cause.  There is undoubted consternation in the enemy’s camp.” Galen scowled, jewellery jangling as he folded his arms.  “At least my force is doing something, unlike the Redfangs, the Blackskulls and the Bonegrinders all sitting sharpening their teeth while their general fornicates her advantage away.”
 
   “Please,” Odestus raised his arms for calm even as Dema flung back her hood.  “We all know the Master’s wishes in this.  We are to act in unity so that no thought or force from Medyrsalve should interfere in the absorption of Morsalve beneath his hand.”
 
   “Unity means one,” Dema hissed.  “Yet it seems we have two generals in this pampered pavilion.  I have it in mind to halve that number.”
 
   “Odestus,” Galen squealed.  “You assured me this witch would honour the safe conduct I gave her.”
 
   “Dema,” the little wizard cried and the Medusa turned on him, two azure lights scintillating so brightly through the gauze across her eyes they threatened to pierce the film which warded against her gaze.  “Dema, remember!” Odestus summoned a rare authority to his tone and, with a snarl the Medusa turned away and slumped into a canvas chair, her snakes hissing their distaste at being denied prey.
 
   Odestus took in a breath of calmer air.  “We know that Galen has sent his zombies into the hills.  Some may have evaded the pickets and made their way into Medyrsalve.”
 
   “We don’t know that,” Dema snapped.  “We know nothing beyond this peacock’s boasts.”
 
   “Well, Dema, when I learn the trick of flight I will oe’er fly the lands of Medyrsalve and bring back a full report,” Odestus felt his threadbare patience stretch to breaking point.  “But given that such a feat is unlikely this side of the Prophet’s return, and we have no intelligence from the enemy camp, we will have to make do as best we can with a few spells of far seeing and some sensible deductions.”
 
   The Medusa nodded.  “So what use is this prick going to be then?” she dipped her chin towards Galen.  The necromancer’s face flushed as crimson as his garish cloak. 
 
   “As I said, I have been carrying the fight to the enemy with my legions, while you have sat licking,” the necromancer’s eye had been fixed on the ragged scar on Dema’s cheek as he spoke, but he suddenly braved the sparkle of her veiled eyes. “licking whoever and whatever you chose.”
 
   “You’ve been throwing your precious zombies away without thought or strategy, you fool.”
 
   “What should I have been doing pray tell?”
 
   “Launching a diversion a few zombies with your orcs and nomads to draw their pickets down and enable the bulk of the  undead to be driven round the southern edge of their abandoned picket lines.”
 
   Odestus looked at Dema wide mouthed, the Medusa looked back with a shrug palms spread outwards.  “It is not complicated, little wizard.  If the little shit actually wants to get his wandering dead to stalk Medyrsalve it needs something slightly more subtle than just throwing the beggars at their defences.”
 
   Odestus smiled.  “Well at last we begin to see how we might work together.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “We heard last week from the Lady Niarmit and her associates,” Rugan announced once the formalities of reconvening the council had been concluded.  “And we have argued long and hard over what intelligence can be gleaned from those reports. Before we take any decisions of import, we should hear the latest news from the other delegates.  Bishop Sorenson what passes in Nordsalve?”
 
   Niarmit tapped her fingers in impatience as the Bishop rose ponderously to his feet.  The season was advancing and there was little time to waste in diplomatic procrastination.
 
   “Thank you, Prince Rugan, you are most gracious,” Sorenson began.  “The conflict has gone ill with us.  Prince Hetwith and the best part of his guard fell to orcish treachery at the bridge over the Derrach Gorge.  The force we have left is thinly spread along the banks of the Derrach fully employed in preventing any incursion from the conquered province of Morsalve.”
 
   “What of Hetwith’s son, the boy Prince?” Kychelle broke in on Sorenson’s mournful deposition. 
 
   “Prince Yannuck is just past his ninth birthday.  His mother has assumed the Regency for his minority.”
 
   “Yet neither of them would attend my Grandson’s council in person?” 
 
   Sorenson hesitated, before embarking on a circumspect response.  “Lady Kychelle, the roads here took us through the Northern reaches of Morsalve and were not without peril.  The Lady Isobel would not trust herself or the young Prince to such a journey.”  The Bishop bowed a little lower, in anticipation of the offence he was about to cause.  “Of course, if passage were admitted through the Silverwood, then all danger could have been evaded…”
 
   “My husband deemed the secrets of the Silverwood are not for human eyes,” Kychelle retorted with a stamp of her stick upon the ground.  “It would be a dark day indeed that had myself or his Steward revoke that decree.”
 
   “I can think of no darker day than this.” Niarmit’s muttered comment had been louder than was discreet, but she met the Elf’s black glare with a gaze of steady defiance.
 
   “Those who have lived barely two short decades in this Isle should bow to the greater experience of those who have spent more than two millennia here,” Kychelled declared.   “My husband and I lived through the death throes of the Monar Empire, through the rise of Maelgrum, the triumph and disaster of the Vanquisher and his line including the Kinslaying which nearly destroyed this realm.  In all that time no human, orc or other creature was admitted into the Silverwood.  When you have lived two thousand years, Lady Niarmit, then you can tell me if this is a dark enough day to open the borders of my husband’s realm to all or any non-elven kin.”
 
   “Perhaps, Grandmama,” Rugan interrupted, dragging Kychelle from her contemptuous scrutiny of Niarmit. “You could remind us then how things stand in the Silverwood.”
 
   “Our borders are intact, the wards my husband laid and the vigilance of our guard ensure that no force of the enemy has crossed into it in two millennia.  The Steward has sent word that we have welcomed refugees from Feyril’s lost realm of Hershwood.”  Kychelle drew in a deep breath, savouring the moment.  “They are a sorry people, much reduced in power and number and a most timely reminder of what befalls when true Elven blood indulges in the folly of interference in human affairs.  That was ever my husband’s argument with the Lord Feyril and I am only sorry to have seen Andril proved so roundly right,” she finished with a gleam of sorrowless triumph in her eye.
 
   “Feyril was a brave and true elf who gave everything in the fight against Maelgrum,” Niarmit cried, rising from her seat.  She could not stop herself crossing the council chamber to confront the haughty elf.  “He didn’t pick and choose when and where to meddle in the affairs of the Salved for his own twisted amusement.  He gave his all.”
 
   “And he lost! He lost it all.” Kychelle stood straight and tall unbowed by Niarmit’s anger.  “I will give my advice to my Grandson and the people of the Salved.  My husband always held it was our duty to lend our wisdom to you short-lived mayflies, but I will not gamble with my husband’s inheritance and his people as Feyril gambled with his.  My words you shall have for free and you should pay them heed, all of you, but my lands and my spearmen and archers you shall not have.”
 
   “If we fail, Lady Kychelle, if Maelgrum and his legions flow around your precious forest like the plague they are and you sit and wait and hope that Maelgrum does not come for you, then you will think on this day and rue your choices.”
 
   “The Silverwood has survived Maelgrum before.”
 
   “Bought him off with your own daughter as a hostage to Andril’s good behaviour.  Who would you send in Liessa’s place this time?”
 
   The slap resounded and reverberated from the domed ceiling to Rugan’s council chamber.  Niarmit’s head jerked sideways with the force of it. She turned back slowly, to meet the elf’s eyes with an unrepentant rage.  Kychelle’s hand swung again, lightning fast, harder than before, but Niarmit caught and held it half an inch from her cheek. “You are an insult to your kind,” the priestess said with slow deliberation.
 
   “I’ll take no lessons in being an elf from a human bastard,” Kychelle spat back.
 
   “Your Majesty, my Lady Niarmit, let us not fall to quarrelling amongst ourselves about what is past,” Quintala at Niarmit’s shoulder stumbled through the unaccustomed role of peacemaker. The Queen let herself be pulled away, but she took two steps back before she turned her eyes from Kychelle’s brooding malevolence.
 
   In the silence that lingered, the Lord Leniot made a tentative suggestion.  “Perhaps it is time to hear from Oostsalve?”
 
   “We know your mind Lord Leniot, and your father’s also,” Kychelle observed without looking round.
 
   “In the interests of completeness, though,” Rugan admitted.  “Let us hear and record what message you have brought.”
 
   “Well, my father has already parted with the best part of his force.  We had hoped to see them here.”
 
   “Your brother and the hobilers are doing fine service helping hold the gap of Tandar.”  Quintala spoke up. Niarmit was grateful for the Seneschal’s intervention.  Her cheek was still stinging from Kychelle’s blow and she did not trust herself to speak well or wisely.
 
   “Quite so, well the rest of our father’s force is needed in Oostsalve and cannot be parted with.”
 
   “Fool boy,” Rugan gestured at the map of the Kingdom of the Salved picked out in mosaic on the floor, a map which placed Medyrsalve at the Kingdom’s centre.  “How will the enemy reach Oostsalve saving through my province.  Your father’s greatest advantage lies in helping secure Medyrsalve.  He should lend his force to mine.  If Medyrsalve should fall what hope can Oostslave have of enduring alone. What value another six thousand then?”
 
   “Perhaps they might be thought sufficient to guard the Prince’s retreat to his ships and vouchsafe him a secure passage to the Eastern Lands?” The faces of the Lords of Oostsalve reddened at Quintala’s blunt suggestion.      
 
   Niarmit caught a glance from Giseanne and decided the Princess had judged the time right.  “It seems to me,” the Queen began, “that what this council lacks is one person with authority to instruct all the Princes, that our forces may act in concert against the threat we face.”
 
   “And you think you are the one with that authority, Lady Niarmit?” Rugan’s lip curled in contempt as he delivered his challenge.
 
   “I know there are those here who doubt my claim.” Niarmit gave a moue of self-deprecation.
 
   “Where there is no monarch, authority rests with the Prince of the senior province.” Kychelle could barely contain her satisfaction.  “That is the Prince of Medyrsalve.”
 
   Niarmit shook her head. “We are all sure that there is a monarch.  Those who think it is not I, would place the crown on the head of the Bishop Udecht.” 
 
   “But he is in captivity,” Leniot said.
 
   “And where the monarch has been incapacitated, by captivity, madness or minority,” Quintala intoned, “rulership has passed to the monarch’s nearest blood relative who acts as Regent with all royal power and prerogative.  Thus it was for Gregor the Third in his insanity, Thren the Sixth in captivity, Eadran the Sixth in minority. I could go on.”
 
   “So who is the nearest blood relative?”  Tybert asked his brother in a voice loud enough for all to hear.
 
   Bishop Sorenson gave the lords of Oostsalve a glare that would wake a slumbering parishioner in a Prophet’s day service, before turning with all the ecclesiastical and physical weight that he could muster to Prince Rugan’s wife.  “My Lady Giseanne, do you accept this charge as Regent of the Salved.”
 
   Kychelle’s grip on her stick loosened so it dropped with a dull thud to the marble floor. “What madness is this?  You would make my grandson’s wife the ruler of us all?”
 
   “It is within the protocols, Lady Kychelle,” Bishop Sorenson assured her.
 
   The elf rounded on Niarmit, “but you, you cannot accept this Regency, to do so would be to deny your claim.”
 
   Niarmit smiled.  “If my authority is compromised by the dispute to my claim, then the Lady Giseanne is as much my Regent as she is my Uncle’s.   She is my closest blood relative, free from captivity or minority.  You will find no dispute from me of her right to the Regency and I see no others in the room would challenge the lady’s legitimate right to rule until I or her brother can prove our claim to the throne.”
 
   Kychelle spun to face Giseanne.  “Are you ready then, my Lady to take up this double Regency, all its pains and woes?”
 
   The lady’s calm assurance as she nodded inflamed the elf even more. “This was known?” she cried.  “This was planned in advance!  It is a trick!”  She strode across the chamber, her staff clacking on the mosaic floor as she approached Niarmit.
 
   “There is no plan, grandmama,” Quintala assured her.  “This is simply how it is.  How it had to be.”
 
   “Silence!” Kychelle gave a quick chop of her hand to cut her grand-daughter short.  She leaned in towards Niarmit, the Queen’s cheek still red from her earlier blow.  “I sense your meddling at work here, it will avail you nothing.  I am sure my grandson can keep his wife in check.”
 
   “I will take close counsel with all my nobles,” Giseanne interjected.  “Not just my dear Rugan.”
 
   Kychelle spared her a glare.  “I had heard tell that childbirth softened the mind of human mothers, but I had not thought to see it before now.  Do not think by this stratagem that any bastard of that cuckold Matteus will command the obedience of the Elves of Silverwood.”
 
   “I’ll thank you, Lady Kychelle, to speak with more courtesy of him whom I called father,” Niarmit kept her fury cold.
 
   “You’ll thank me not to put a matching mark on your other cheek,” Kychelle spat back. “Impudent witch.”  With that the elf stalked from the room without a backward glance.
 
   “Lady that is twice in two days you have surprised me,” Rugan told his wife, though not without some grudging admiration.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “So this is where you scurry like mice desperate to find some crumbs with which to curry the Master’s favour.” Rondol’s rumbling voice echoed like thunder around the crowded shelves and arched recesses. 
 
   Udecht looked up from the desk at the towering sorcerer coming through the gate, red beard bristling with ill intent.  Rondol spared the Bishop not even a glance as Haselrig came round a corner bearing an armful of papers.
 
   “What brings you here, Rondol?” The antiquary quizzed.  “Bored with rulership already?”
 
   “Fear is a most efficient mode of government, Haselrig,” The sorcerer spat out the antiquary’s name as though offended by the sound of it.  “With enough fear, the creatures that you serve anticipate the Master’s needs and fulfil them without ever being told, for fear they will suffer for failing him. They pass on that fear in a hierarchy of terror which leaves the one at the top with little to do save reap the credit.”
 
   “It is a vile system which cannot endure,” Udecht said.
 
   In an instant the sorcerer’s hand was about the Bishop’s throat and he found himself lifted aloft in a choking grasp while his toes stretched for the floor. “Did you speak to me, slave?  Did you dare to raise your eyes to me?” 
 
   “Rondol, the Bishop is my slave,” Haselrig called.  Udecht could make no more than strangled gasps through his clamped larynx. 
 
   “And you are the Master’s slave and I am the Master’s deputy and so by right you both serve me.”  Rondol dropped Udecht into a crumpled heap on the floor. “I have a whip will remind you both of that in an instant.”
 
   “The Master would not be pleased if he returned to hear that you had impeded our study,” the antiquary stammered.
 
   Rondol snorted.  “I could smear the pair of you into dirt on the ground, manage the Master’s affairs here and solve this trifling riddle which puzzles you so, all before the Master returned.   He would thank me for it, Haselrig.”
 
   “Perhaps then,” Haselrig ventured.  “You might be so gracious as to spare me your opinion on that tome on the shelf by the gate.”
 
   Udecht looked up.  It was the book which the antiquary had tugged him so vehemently from on their first day of this dungeon research.  The sorcerer plucked the book from the shelf.  There was a spark of static that fizzled out as he touched it and Rondol rubbed finger and thumb over each other in mild irritation.  Udecht looked across and saw a scowl of disappointment on Haselrig’s face for a fraction of a second, before the antiquary slipped back behind a mask of indifference.
 
   “It is wise always to have one’s guard against enchantments up,” Rondol was saying as he leafed through the pages.  “But then I was forgetting Haselrig, how you have no magic in you.  Why the Master indulges you I cannot imagine.”  He tossed the book on the desk.  “There is nothing of interest there.”
 
   “Be not so quick to dismiss a source of knowledge, Rondol.  There are many mysteries the Master has shared with me and I with him. I am privy to secrets you have not dreamed of.”
 
   The sorcerer leant close breathing in the antiquary’s face.  “There is nothing of consequence that has passed between the Master and you, little librarian which I do not know of.”
 
   “So he has told you of the blue gate then?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A gate in the planes, blue in colour.  Surely the Master would have confided in you about it too since you are held so high in his esteem.”
 
   “You lie, little librarian.”
 
   “I do not, but if you do not believe me…” Haselrig shrugged and picked up a scroll which Udecht knew he had already examined in great depth. 
 
   “What is this blue gate?”
 
   “If the Master has not told you Rondol, it is hardly my place to break his confidence.   You could always ask him to enlighten you when he returns.”
 
   “I will not be duped by your trickery, Haselrig.  There is no such thing as a blue gate.”
 
   “Of course not.  Either I lie and you fear to find the proof, or I tell the truth and you fear to admit your ignorance.  Whichever way you are most certainly not duped, Rondol. Not duped at all.”  Haselrig turned the scroll over idly and spoke to it rather than the glowering sorcerer.  “Fear is as you say such an efficient mode of government.”
 
     Rondol bent close to Haselrig’s ear.  “I look forward to your failure and the Master’s return, librarian.  Your time is done, I am the future.”
 
   Haselrig whistled softly to himself, an old nursery rhyme and after a few seconds of being ignored, the sorcerer straightened up, spat on the floor and strode from the archive.
 
   The antiquary stayed fixed in his scrutiny of the familiar scroll until they heard the crash of the outer door being slammed shut. “Has he gone?” he asked.
 
   Udecht saw that Haselrig’s hands were trembling so much that the parchment tumbled from his fingers.  “Why do you vex him so?” the Bishop asked, massaging his own bruised throat.    
 
   “In Maelgrum’s service, your reverence, one must not show weakness even when you are weak.” Haselrig sat down heavily and drew a handkerchief from his sleeve to mop his brow.  “I remember when Rondol first passed beyond the barrier into exile.  We found him whimpering at Eadran’s folly, his skills stolen by mind numbing juice.  The big bastard was in pieces.  He thought we’d come to kill him.  He cried when I told him he would live, that we had food and shelter for him.  Yet fifteen years later here he is, the Master’s heir apparent.”
 
   “It must be hard to find yourself supplanted,” Udecht muttered with more sincerity than he had expected.  When the sympathy met only silence he asked, “tell me Haselrig, have you no regrets?”
 
   “To regret is to look backwards on what cannot be changed, your reverence.  One should always look forward.  Tell me, do you regret the indiscretion that gave you a daughter?”
 
   “I regret that Maelgrum knows of her.” Fear made him frank.
 
   “The Master knows everything, your reverence. His eyes and ears are everywhere.  Still if Archbishop Forven had known of the extent of your straying perhaps it would have been you not I assigned to the dead end of court antiquary.”
 
   “Your misdemeanours predated mine, Haselrig.”
 
   “And you were a prince, so all would have been forgiven and hidden.”
 
   “But I would never have turned to betrayal as you did.”
 
   Haselrig turned a baleful eye on him.  “We have work to do, your reverence.  Come there is a chest of documents we have not touched yet.  Let us hope we can spot the worst of Chirard’s traps somewhat more reliably this time.”
 
   The antiquary shuffled down into one deeper arched recess.  Udecht waited as the silver chain joining them paid out until the faintest tug at his wrist showed it had reached its full length.  He rose at that and followed after Haselrig around a corner of dusty shelving.  
 
   “This is the earliest work we have of Chirard’s,” the antiquary was saying as he bent over a deep chest lifting out armfuls of papers.  Udecht drew up behind him scanning the overflowing documents.  “It dates from when he was nothing more than the third son of a man who never expected to be King.  I cannot say I have much hope of enlightenment here but when you have looked everywhere that is probable, and everywhere that is improbable you start looking in the impossible places.”
 
   “What was this blue gate, you mentioned to Rondol?” Udecht asked as a slim tome slid through the papers.
 
   “In truth, your reverence, I know nothing more than what I told the bearded bastard.  There is or was a blue gate. That is the beginning and end of my knowledge. That and the fact that it caused my Master some disquiet.”
 
   “Would it have looked like this?” Udecht asked, fishing the volume from within the waterfall of paper.
 
   “Like what?” Haselrig turned to inspect what Udecht had found.  It was a small book about four inches wide by six inches tall and not much more than an inch thick with cracked parchment leaves.  It was the cover, though, that had caught the Bishop’s eye.  A vertical oval coloured in with swirls of different shades of blue, beneath a single word title “fate.”
 
   “Yes,” the antiquary said slowly.  “Yes, it would look something like that I expect.”  He reached tentatively for it.  “That is most interesting.”
 
   Udecht stood up, holding the book back out of Haselrig’s reach, his idle curiosity unsettled by the antiquary’s greedy interest.
 
   “Come now you reverence.  This is no time for foolishness.”
 
   “I’ll lend your cause no aid.”
 
   “Don’t be an idiot, who knows what advantage this knowledge we seek may provide the Master.  Like as not, understanding the Helm will tell him nothing new nor yield any new prize, but it may save our lives and your daughter’s.”
 
   Udecht hesitated, his arm half dropping.
 
   “Now, your reverence this book may be no more than a trifle, but its cover piques my curiosity and suggests it may contain more edifying reading matter than the chronicles of Chirard’s bowels.  So if you please, your reverence, let me have it.”
 
   Udecht handed it over with a sigh.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “It is strange to think of such order in those shrubs and flower beds, when chaos swirls around us,” Thom said to Hepdida. 
 
   The suite of rooms which Rugan had given over to Niarmit and her party were large, luxurious and close to his own private chambers. Quintala had said that this was more an indication of mistrust than of favour, but Hepdida had simply enjoyed the unparalleled comfort. The bedchambers were set around a central private sitting room with its own balcony overlooking the ornamental royal gardens and it was from this vantage point that the Princess and the illusionist had been surveying the precision of Prince Rugan’s horticulture.
 
   They turned as the door to the sitting room crashed open and Niarmit stormed in closely followed by the Seneschal.  Kaylan shot out of his quarters, alert and alarmed a question on his lips which Niarmit waved away before he could voice it.  The Queen paced the length of the room back and forth, shaking her head but saying nothing. Hepdida looked across at Quintala, but the half-elf leaning against the door, arms folded gave nothing more illuminating than a swift shake of her head.
 
   On the third circuit of the room, Niarmit finally spoke. “Bloody witch!”
 
   “Who, my Lady?” 
 
   “Who do you think Kaylan?” the Seneschal intercepted the thief’s question before Niarmit could answer.
 
   “By the Goddess, this is too hard,” the Queen exclaimed sitting down and thumping her fist against the table.
 
   “Come, your Majesty,” Quintala chided.  “The witch only hit you once.”
 
   “She hit you?” Kaylan’s eyes narrowed as he spoke and his hand jerked towards his empty belt. 
 
   “She has a sharp hand for a two thousand year old woman,” Niarmit admitted, rubbing her left cheek where Hepdida could see a palm shaped reddening.
 
   “She knows no respect,” Quintala admitted.
 
   “More than that, Seneschal, she hurts our cause.  The people of Nordsalve cower behind the Derrach, under their boy Prince and his cautious regent mother.  We have no way to unite our forces or even communicate with them for the only way to reach them is a perilous path through occupied Morsalve.”
 
   “Is there not a more direct route?” Hepdida racked her limited recollections of the Petred Isle’s geography.
 
   “As the crow flies, there is a straight path through the Silverwood to Nordsalve, my Princess.”  Quintala supplied the answer which Hepdida’s haphazard schooling had failed to instil.
 
   “But the Lady Kychelle will admit no passage through her husband’s realm in obstinate observance of an age old decree that has no relevance in our present crisis,” Niarmit fumed.
 
   “Can’t Quintala fly over the Silverwood, like a crow then, and take your messages?” Hepdida suggested.  The half-elf gave her a look of sad pity, which annoyed the Princess.
 
   “Magic doesn’t work like that,” Thom said.
 
   “Well it should,” Hepdida snapped.
 
   “My Princess, did you ever as a child stand upon a rope and try to lift yourself in the air by pulling on its two ends?”  Quintala asked.
 
   “No, of course not. That wouldn’t work.”
 
   “It is the same with magic, I cannot lift myself aloft by magic, nor throw another in the air for any greater distance than the few hundred feet my humble powers reach.  That is why the trick of flight has eluded every wizard in history.”
 
   “It is not simply a matter of the barrier to communication that the old witch’s obduracy creates, it is her refusal to lend us the benefit of her spears or archers which further harms our cause,” Niarmit broke in on Quintala’s lesson in the conservation of thaumatic momentum.  
 
   “At least Giseanne is accepted as Regent,” the Seneschal replied.  “We may have a more sensible head than Rugan or his Grandmother bringing some coherent leadership.”
 
   Niarmit gave a heavy sigh.  “None of that matters while Kychelle remains such an obdurate block to any path of reason.  We can make no headway while she stands against us. Oh if only she could be set aside!” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The Bishop snored heavily in the corner, slumped in the angle between the end of a bookshelf and a cold stone wall.  Haselrig jerked round at the grating nasal sound, suddenly aware of the stiffness in his legs, the crick in his neck and the cold numbness of his fingertips as his body reminded him how little he had stirred these last long hours.  Udecht drew another rattling adenoidal breath.  Haselrig stretched his arms and twisted his head from side to side flexing tense sinews.  He dragged his fingers down his face, leant back in his chair and gave a long slow exhale as the Bishop snorted again.
 
   The book’s very title mocked him, that one word ‘fate’ and there it was.   All the answers he had been seeking laid out in one place, brought to him by a daisy chain of fate.  The sorcerer’s visit; his own attempt to rile Rondol; the Bishop’s curiosity piqued by the talk of a blue gate; the cover to the book and there within its leaves so many answers.
 
   Even the encryption was not too hard to unpick.  This was Chirard’s early work before he began to base his cyphers on the dead languages of the Monar Empire.  The encoded messages tumbled out at Haselrig’s gentlest teasing, but it was hard to say who was fisherman who was fish as each new morsel of information drew the antiquary deeper into his study of the book’s opening pages, until the Bishop had slumped into slumber and the lanterns burned low.
 
   At last Haselrig felt he had drained the book of information about the Helm.  The later passages were now of Chirard’s line to accession, the different obstacles along his way, relatives with a greater claim, who would need to be eliminated.  The route Chirard would take to the throne was well documented in the history books and it was no wonder that he would plan his course.
 
   Those earlier pages, however, had stunned the antiquary. Against all the evidence and experience of other kings, Chirard had found someone who could tell him of the Helm, of what it was, of how it worked.   At first Haselrig had wondered if perhaps the mad king had been transcribing information from some older now lost writing.  But the more he read, the more the rhythm of the words sounded like notes made after the event from some lecture, an oral account whose key points Chirard had hastened to record as soon as possible.
 
   However, it was not the fact that Chirard had found someone who could speak of the Helm which had stunned Haselrig, it was what that unknown magi had said.  He shook his head at the new found comprehension of what the Helm was and reached inside his tunic to pull out the black medallion on its thick lanyard. 
 
   He ran his finger and thumb over its obsidian surface.  He had rarely had to use it, being so often in Maelgrum’s company that a remote meeting of minds had not been necessary.  But still he had the same token that all the Master’s servants bore and he recalled the few occasions when the medallion had warmed to its true function, something more than a badge of office.  It had been a far from pleasant experience, letting the Master into his mind, to feel Maelgrum flicking through his thoughts and memories as the Dark Lord gathered information and communicated his orders.  He imagined it would be far worse to be the one initiating the contact, to tug at Maelgrum’s attention and feel the malevolent presence flood into his own mind.  Haselrig shivered at the prospect.  The Master would be affronted at the impertinence, it would have to be a matter of much consequence to justify the intrusion on Maelgrum’s distant conscience.
 
   Haselrig touched the token to his lips. If there was ever to be a time this was surely it.  
 
   Udecht abruptly rattled into disorientated wakefulness. “Where? What?” he stammered looking first about his semi-recumbent form and then at the antiquary leaning back in his chair.  “Why are we still here? What hour is it? Are you done Haselrig?”
 
   The antiquary drew a long breath.  “By my reckoning your reverence, the first fingers of dawn will be stretching across the citadel above us.  My work here is done and within but one of the three weeks that the Master promised us.”
 
   “What have you to tell him?”  The bishop spoke in some alarm, rubbing the sleep from one eye absently.
 
   “Much that will interest him, some that may even please him.  But it is not a discussion I would enter into when I am as fatigued as now.”
 
   “Please him?” Udecht frowned.  “Must you tell him all that you have discovered?”
 
   “Your reverence, while I would confess I fear my Master, I am still his servant and a good and faithful servant keeps nothing back.  In the meantime I have need of some rest so let’s to bed good Bishop.”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The silver guards uncrossed their heavy pikes to allow Niarmit and Quintala into Giseanne’s private suite of rooms, a portion of Rugan’s palace which had become an impromptu seat of Government for the Kingdom of the Salved.  The internal furnishings had not changed much.  The Regent of the Salved sat in the same easy chair which had sufficed for the Lady Giseanne.  She rose as her guests entered.  “I am pleased you could come, Lady Niarmit, Seneschal.”
 
   “I am always at your service, madam,” Niarmit replied, making no comment or sign of recognition to the room’s other occupant.  
 
   Kychelle had not risen from her own seat and gave a harsh cough at being overlooked.
 
   “Good afternoon grandmama,” Quintala greeted her with a grin.
 
   “Good afternoon Seneschal,” the elf responded.  She met Niarmit’s gaze and held it for a moment while Niarmit waited, her mouth a line of silence.  “Good afternoon, Lady Niarmit,” Kychelle said at length as though the courtesy had been dragged from her by a team of horses.
 
   Niarmit gave the faintest inclination of her head, “good afternoon, Lady Kychelle.”
 
   Giseanne gave the broad smile of a satisfied parent presiding over the resolution of an infant squabble.  “The Lady Kychelle had some reflections she wished to share with you, with you both.”
 
   “Harsh words were spoken in council yesterday,” Quintala said fixing her grandmother with a frown.  “They are the hardest to take back.”
 
   The elf waved her interjection aside.  “We are adults here, Seneschal.  All old enough to set aside the heat of a past argument in the interests of a common cause.”
 
   “Common cause?” Niarmit arched an eyebrow.
 
   “I have given some thought to the strategic considerations we discussed yesterday,” the elf seemed to be choking on her own words.
 
   “The Lady Kychelle has reconsidered her previous position,” Giseanne added.
 
   “Reconsidered?”
 
   “I have decided to set aside, for the duration of our current emergency, the interdict which the Lord Andril put in place of old.”
 
   “You will allow…”
 
   “Emissaries may pass through the Silverwood, under close  escort,” Kychelle said, her hands massaging the head of her staff  with knuckle whitening force. 
 
   “And,” Giseanne gave the gentlest of prompts.
 
   “I have sent word to the Steward to that effect and also commanded that a force of elven warriors be sent here to serve against the enemy.”
 
   “How many?” Niarmit gasped.
 
   “Three thousand,” Kychelle spoke quickly as if speed would ease the pain the words caused her. “It is but a fraction of our strength, the Silverwood has always husbanded their force more carefully than Feyril ever did.”   She looked up at Niarmit, scanning the Queen’s face for greed or triumph.  “Do not think too far in ahead of yourself, Lady Niarmit.  Whether they stay, still less whether any more come depends on how far success attends this,” she worked her lips a moment before enunciating with evident distaste, “this experiment.”
 
   “We are most thankful, Lady Kychelle,” Giseanne gushed a gratitude which softened the sharp edges of Kychelle’s resentment.
 
   The elf shrugged, “there was no other sensible course.”
 
   “When will these elven troops arrive?” Quintala demanded.
 
   Kychelle rose to her feet leaning on her staff.  “You seem unconvinced granddaughter by my words?  Well your ingratitude has always been my curse.  The message has been sent, the soldiers will be here within the week to banish your doubt with the evidence of your own eyes.  In the meantime, you have no greater assurance than an old elf’s word of honour.  If that is insufficient for you, then you are no blood of mine.”
 
   Niarmit bowed low.  “I look forward to further co-operation, to the benefit of all the Salved, Lady Kychelle.”
 
   “You may thank the Lady Giseanne,” Kychelle met Niarmit’s eyes with a hooded gaze.  “She is most persuasive.”
 
   “What does my brother say to this?” Quintala asked.
 
   “My husband has been appraised of these arrangements,” Giseanne assured her.  “They meet with his approval, as I hope they meet with yours and the Lady Niarmit’s.”
 
   “Entirely,” Niarmit exclaimed.  “I confess myself surprised and delighted.”
 
   Kychelle gave her a weak smile.  “The Lady Giseanne thought you might believe it better from my own lips.  If you are content, then our business here is done.  With your indulgence, Lady Regent I might visit my great-grandson.”
 
   “Assuredly,” Giseanne replied.  “You may find your grandson there also. He is quite taken with fatherhood.”
 
   Kychelle stopped at the threshold.  “Lady Niarmit, I would ask one favour of you.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “The Lady Giseanne bid me tell you this now. She thought it meet you and my grand-daughter should know.  But please, keep this intelligence to yourself.  I would be the one to share it with the other council members in the morning session.”
 
   “Of course, it is the least courtesy that I, that is we,” she elbowed the frowning Quintala. “Can extend to you, Lady Kychelle.”
 
   Kychelle nodded slowly to herself.  “You have very pretty manners, Lady Niarmit.” 
 
   And then the elf was gone and Niarmit was turning and bowing in gratitude to Giseanne. “Truly my Lady you are an inspiring and inspired Regent.”
 
   “How did you do it?” Quintala asked.
 
   Giseanne shrugged.  “I simply pointed out that I could not admit to our councils someone who provided no material support.”
 
   “You made her buy her place at the council table with three thousand soldiers and unfettered passage through the Silverwood,” the Seneschal exclaimed.
 
   “I also suggested that such a person could not be a guest in our palace, nor attend on our child.”
 
   “Oh joy! My Lady Regent. You struck right where it hurts the old witch.”
 
   “Quintala, take no pleasure in Kychelle’s discomfort.” Niarmit was quick to admonish.  “She has been brought to our way of thinking.  Whatever the means of that conversion, let us make sure she does not regret it.  Give her the dignity of making her own announcements on the matter.”
 
   The Seneschal drew a finger across her mouth.  “My lips are sealed, ma’am, though I think I may have to ride in the woods this evening to save this joyful news leaking from my very pores.”   
 
   As Quintala made for the door, Giseanne called the Queen back.  “Lady Niarmit, I would have a word on another matter, just with you.”
 
   “I am in your debt Lady, however I may serve.”
 
   Quintala turned in the entrance a hand on each of the double doors and gave them both a low bow and a twinkling smile.  “I will leave you ladies to your affairs and hope for a similarly enchanting encounter when next we three should gather.”
 
   The doors were barely drawn closed behind her before Giseanne began.  “How is the Lady Hepdida?”
 
   Niarmit frowned.  “She is well, my Lady.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “What has she said? I hope she has not been a nuisance to you.”
 
   “How could she be? Come, sit with me a moment.”
 
   Niarmit took a seat opposite Giseanne, less sure of her ground than she had been in the discussion with Kychelle.  “Why should my cousin not be well?”
 
   “I heard her testimony at the council, Lady Niarmit.  I have seen her scars and seen how much it hurt her to speak of them, though I gather that was far from half the full story.”
 
   “I see she is looked after as best I can,” Niarmit bridled.
 
   “I’m sure you do.” Giseanne reached out a hand, it felt heavy on Niarmit’s arm. 
 
   “She sleeps often in my room, I am there when the nightmares wake her.”
 
   “Do you know all that the orc did?”
 
   “She’s never said. I’ve never asked.”
 
   “Do you think you should have?”
 
   Niarmit frowned.  “Lady Giseanne, I am new to many things these last few weeks.  I find myself a Queen. I find I was not the only child I always thought, but the brothers I barely knew are both dead. I find I have a cousin to whom I must be mother and father, a task I have no training or experience for and this child has in her a streak of rebellion I am sure I never had when I was her age.  You say in the midst of her petulant fury I should ask just what it was that Grundurg did inbetween half-flaying her?”
 
   Giseanne squeezed Niarmit’s arm gently.  
 
   “Do you care about Hepdida?”
 
   Niarmit made to answer but found she could not speak past the lump in her throat.  Instead she gave a short nod.
 
   “You are not the only one to discover new relatives about whom you care, as well as old ones that you fear for,” Giseanne said.
 
   Niarmit looked up at that, seeing in Giseanne the high cheeks and dark eyes of that other father, Gregor, whom she had met and lost in the Domain of the Helm.
 
   “You have much of your mother about you,” Giseanne said.  “But I see in you my brother Gregor too, and I see Udecht in Hepdida’s smile.  Udecht was such a happy child, unbound by ambition or martial duty.  You both have my father’s brow too, he could be fierce when crossed as well.” 
 
   Giseanne looked out of the room’s western window.  Hundreds of leagues away lay the fallen city of Morwencairn where Giseanne and her brothers had spent their childhoods in the court of King Bulveld.  “I tended my father when he was ill,” she said.  “He was a proud man and the sickness was a vile affliction.  Piece by piece it stole his mind as well as his body, yet left him enough moments of awareness to comprehend what it was doing to him.  There were times he even prayed for death, or railed against everyone even those who loved him most.  I learnt more than I wished then of caring for those we love when they are in distress.”  She drew a breath and gripped Niarmit’s arm again.  “When your cousin is angry do not expect her to know why.  If she rages against you, do not think yourself the object of her fury, merely the most convenient conductor for it.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Hiral stifled the scream within his chest.  The winged serpent had stolen the courage of many men, but Hiral had stood firm even as half his hasty levy had been turned to cinders and almost all the rest had fled.  They had come then, the groaning swaying ranks of living dead tumbling over the puny barricade.  Still Hiral had stood firm, a small guard about him as he had dismembered cloying corpse after cloying corpse.  The others had fallen at his side shredded by the tide of undead, but the fearsome creatures had hung back from Hiral.   
 
   Then the orcs had come with swirling loops of rope that caught at his arms and hands despite the desperate slicing of his axe.   He could not cut them all so at the end they had him held, brutish orcs tugging at the ropes’ ends to hold him helpless.  A careless creature had a let a little slack creep into his binding and in an instant Hiral had jerked him off his feet, but the others had held him still until the fool could regain his feet.  They had put two orcs on each rope’s end after that. 
 
   So there he was held fast in a web of orcish restraint and now the greatest terror was come and his lungs ached to scream but he thrust the fear deep down inside, clamped his trembling jaw shut and forced himself to meet the gaze of the apparition walking towards him.
 
   Manshaped but tall, ragged rotting clothes covering cracked and blackened skin stretched taut over a skeletal frame.  A mist surrounded the creature, trailing from sleeves and shoulders when it walked. Hiral shivered as a wave of cold air enveloped him. The thing stopped six feet infront of him, the hollow sockets of its eyes lit with a scintillating red glow.
 
   “Ssso thisss isss the famousss Mayor Hiral” a voice hissed from somewhere within the creature.  “Do you know who I am?” 
 
   “You’d be the bastard that sent orcs to demand tribute from my town.”  Hiral had never expected to live for ever and he most surely was not going to go to the Goddess’s embrace with a whimper.
 
   “It wasss not tribute, Mayor Hiral. I sssent them to govern you in my name, the name of Maelgrum.”
 
   “The Salved are a free people,” Hiral strained against his bonds, not with much hope of freedom, but at least to make his keepers wary.  “Filth like you will never rule us.”
 
   “The sssalved have been ssslavesss before and will be again.”
 
   “You may kill me, but others will rise against you, you will see.  Tyranny always fails.”
 
   “Given the experience of Undersssalve, Mayor Hiral, I would beg to disssagree.   I have ssstripped that province of two armiesss of orcsss and sssstill the people have not risssen against their masssters.  Perhapsss you would like to know why?”
 
   The creature came close to Hiral, filling the Mayor’s nostrils with a foul stench of decay.  
 
   “They are held in ssservitude by their own kind.  I admit that men sssuch asss you will never sssserve me, but there are alwaysss enough that will.   Human corruption and orcish brutality have ever been complementary sssins.  I find that five ssscore orcs and twelve bad men can keep ten thousssand humansss in gainful thrall.”
 
   “You will not find such collaborators here.”
 
   Maelgrum stroked a soothing finger over Hiral’s head, the freezing touch brought an involuntary scream from the Mayor.  “Do not worry yourssself, Mayor Hiral.  I will find thossse men, I alwaysss do. Often they find me.  Even you Mayor Hiral will sssserve a purpossse for my endsss.”
 
   “I’ll not do your bidding.”
 
   “I meant asss an exssample to othersss.”
 
   The finality of the sentence brought a leaden gulp to the Mayor’s throat.  He had always known death a possible outcome, likely even and becoming a certainty when, on the eve of battle, there were no riders from Nordsalve come to their aid.  However, the reality of his imminent mortality clawed at his gut like a wild thing.  He sought strength in prayer, beginning a faltering rendition of the Prophet’s prayer which gathered strength as the words of salvation and redemption gave him new heart.  At the end however, his voice faltered as orcs brought out four prisoners and turned them to face him.
 
   “What – what is…. What is this?” He stammered as his prayers trailed off incomplete.
 
   “Thissss?” Maelgrum spread his arms in surprise.  “Why thessse are your children are they not.” He walked along the line pointing to each in turn.  “Mardig, your eldessst, a ssstrong young man.  Galia ssso like her mother.  Jorgen, a fine boy and of courssse little Mila.  Their mother would be here too but ssshe isss dead.  The orcsss that killed her made your children watch. It took sssome time ssso that may be why the children’sss eyesss are ssso red.”
 
   “And now you mean to make them watch you kill their father,” Hiral spat. He turned his head to the tearful children and tried despite the awful circumstance to find his bedtime voice.   “Be brave my dears, the Goddess will care for me and mama and we will be together safe from this beast.”
 
   “Oh, Mayor Hiral, you missstake me.  The children are not here to watch, they are here for you to choossse.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “One of your children will die, Hiral.  The choice is yoursss. Which one has the leassst of your love?”
 
   Hiral’s mouth gaped open, his eyes wide.  “That’s insane, you can’t mean.”
 
   “Come now Mayor Hiral, there isss not much time.  I am generousss, choossse quickly.  Which one will die?”
 
   They looked at him, all of them.  Mila crying again streams of tears rolling down her face.  Jorgen white with terror. Galia sobbing silently and Mardig trying so hard to stand tall and be brave like the father he loved and who loved him.
 
   “You cannot make me choose, I will not choose.”
 
   He never saw the signal, but there must have been one. An orc stepped forward and dragged a ragged knife across Mardig’s throat.  A curtain of red spilled down his boy’s shirt as he collapsed coughing, spluttering and twitching into oblivion.  Galia screamed, Mila buried her face in her hands and Jorgen stood in wet shame, but over all this there was a louder scream. It was Hiral’s own voice shrieking a denial of the evidence of his own eyes. But it was still not over.
 
   “There, Mayor, I have made the choicsse easssier for you.  Now you mussst ssselect just one from three to follow your eldessst into death. Believe me, the afterlife isss not what you exssspect.  I know. I have been there.”
 
   Hiral was crying now, fat tears of sorrow and distress at this his ultimate failure. How could he choose any of them, how could he not.  
 
   “Choossse, Mayor and choossse quickly.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Hiral cried in anquish.  “Take Jorgen, spare the girls.” He looked at his youngest son’s eyes, he owed him that much.  The boy looked back, paler than ever with fear and disbelief but behind the fear his brown eyes were hollow with hatred. 
 
   “A good choicsse,” Maelgrum said.  He nodded and the orcs minding the two girls picked them up and carried them sobbing and screaming away behind the makeshift barricade which had so utterly failed to stop the onslaught of undead.  The dark wizard knelt beside the trembling form of Jorgen.  “Sssee boy, how your father chossse you, ssselected you for death.”
 
   “It wasn’t that Jorgy,” Hiral cried.  “We are men, we have to be strong that was it.”
 
   Maelgrum shook his head.  “He wanted you to die, little Jorgy.  Did you alwaysss know you were hisss leassst favourite?  Did you alwaysss know he loved you lessss?”
 
   “That’s not it,” screamed Hiral, but then a shrill scream erupted from behind the barricade piercing the senses like a knife down the spine. “What?”  A second scream, a smaller voice in pure terror.  “What are you doing, what is happening to the girls?”
 
   “Mayor Hiral, I lied.  You were not ssselecting the child to die, you were choosssing the one child who would live.  Young Jorgy here will live, who knowsss how long, but he will live knowing that hisss father chose him for death.  Perhapsss in time he may come to me, one of my twelve men ruling hisss father’sss town in my name.  Your daughtersss will die.”
 
   Another scream shattered the late afternoon.  Maelgrum glanced towards the sun, still some way above the western horizon.  “They will be dead by sssunssset, maybe a little after. Orcsss can be ssso creative where a pretty girl isss concerned.  Come you mussst watch.”
 
   Jorgen’s minder led the boy away, he did not look back.  The orcs on the ends of Hiral’s ropes began dragging the Mayor towards the barricade.  He fought for purchase against the bloodied soil.  “You cannot make me.”
 
   “I can and I will, Hiral.  I will have your eyelids cut off to ensure you watch it all and then, when they are done with your daughtersss the orcsss will turn to you.  If you are lucky you will be dead before the Sssun risssesss, but you would be unwissse to rely on enjoying sssuch good fortune.”
 
   The broken Mayor sobbed great lungfuls of sorrow as he was dragged past the impassive Dark Lord.  “I would ssstay to watch myssslef,” Maelgrum told him.  “But it ssseemsss one of my ssservantsss would ssspeak with me.  A matter of great urgencssy I can only sssupose. Do not be too dessspondent, Mayor Hiral.  You had hoped to ssstart a rebellion that would echo through the agesss.  Be assured your exssample will prove inssstructive to many.”
 
   From behind the barricade a voice shrieked in pain, “daddy, my daddy!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Did you really think I could have kept it from him your reverence?  At the very least it has brought us a measure of freedom and I for one am grateful.”
 
   Udecht rubbed his wrist where the silver chain had been.  The skin was scuffed and scorched from the daily abrasion and the nightly shocks.  He still found himself unconsciously marking where the antiquary was and trying to keep the distance between them shorter than the recently dissolved umbilicus. 
 
   “You saw it too Haselrig,” the Bishop said.  “You saw the town burning, heard the screams, I swear your Master brought the stench of death with him through that doorway in the air.”
 
   “It is called a gate, your reverence,” Haselrig said wearily.  The ebullience that had accompanied his night time discovery was slowly deflating with Udecht’s misery. “A passageway through the planes.  Anything can pass through them in either direction.”
 
   Udecht plucked in distraction at his worn vestments.  “What will he do now? How many more will burn because he has new knowledge to fuel his fire.”
 
   Haselrig shrugged and continued setting Chirard’s disordered papers back in place. “The Master is patient.  He will think much and probe carefully before he acts.  But at this moment he is pleased with us and for now Rondol is not the most favoured one.”
 
   The Bishop sighed.  “In truth I know not now who was madder, Chirard or the Vanquisher himself.  The utter blasphemy, to seek to build your own heaven and so evade death.  I am only glad my father never wore the Helm. His soul at least will have found its way to the Goddess.”
 
   “Indeed, your reverence, much of the Helm makes sense now that Chirard has prised that precious knowledge past whatever wards the Vanquisher put in place.”  Haselrig leant on the table staring at the opposite wall in contemplation.  “To think, twenty two monarchs of the Salved residing in their own private demi-plane, caught at the moment of their death by the Vanquisher’s enchantment.  Yet all still able, as Chirard did, to step once more into the world through the Helm and its wearer, bringing challenge to the living and the undead.”  He shook his head.  “I think the Master was surprised at his former pupil’s skill.”
 
   “Was that what it was, in his manner?”    Udecht thought again of the electric crackle about Maelgrum’s blackened form as Haselrig had unfolded his fantastic story. “He seemed different to me this time.”
 
   “You are becoming a student of the Master’s moods I see,” Haselrig paused again in his work and smiled at some internal reflection.  Udecht rubbed his wrist, unnerved by the momentary freedom from terror and pain.  His enemy’s satisfaction filled him only with a sense of foreboding.  “I saw him like that just once before,” the antiquary went on.  “When he thought he had Feyril within his grasp.  He knows that Eadran has not passed entirely beyond the veil of this world and in that knowledge he has hope that he may meet with him again.  The prospect excites him.”
 
   “But the Vanquisher is hidden in this pocket plane, as surely beyond the reach of your Master as if he rested with the Goddess.”
 
   Haselrig fixed him with a look of indulgent pity.  “Your reverence, the Lord Maelgrum is Master of the Planes, the Master of the Planes.  Whatever Eadran created and however he hid and locked the boundaries of his personal heaven, the Master will find a way in and then the Vanquisher and his kin will find just how swiftly heaven can become hell.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was cold on the tower.  A wind sweeping from the East off the Palacintas swirled through the embrasures and whipped at Odestus’s robe as he stepped through the trapdoor.  Dema stood at the far edge of the platform her back to him, staring towards the distant hills her cloak flapping about her.  The rays of the setting sun glinted off the sharp eyes of the serpents hissing and writhing atop the Medusa’s head.  
 
   “Dema, are you masked?” Odestus called, looking at the stone floor.  His right hand felt within his robes checking for the precious bottle.
 
   There was a pause before Dema replied. “All is well, little wizard.  You may approach in safety.”
 
   He crossed the high platform towards her, buffeted by gusts at which Dema only stretched her arms wide. Her snakes extended to their full lengths framing her head like a sunburst.  As Odestus drew level with the Medusa the nearest serpent hissed and struck towards him, its tongue flicking to taste his fear in the air.
 
   “Your coiffure is restless this evening, my dear,” he said to mask his nerves.
 
   She did not turn to face him, staring out to the flickering lights in the Gap of Tandar. Odestus followed her gaze, keeping a weather eye out for her writhing snakes. “I have bound them too long beneath my hood, little wizard.  Let them wake and enjoy their freedom for once free from the duty of battle.”
 
   A second serpent jerked in the wizard’s direction and Odestus recoiled.  “They make me nervous, my dear.  I know not where they stop and you begin.”
 
   She shrugged, “we are one, little wizard, my serpents and I. It is a more certain unity than you have fabricated between myself and Galen. I hope our combined venture is enough to please your Master.”
 
   “He is your Master too.”
 
   Dema pulled the black medallion from her neck and tossed it on the stone floor.  “He has not been my Master in weeks.”
 
   Odestus swayed as another snake swooped towards him. “Could you not put up your hood my dear? I find it hard to speak clearly when your serpents are so agitated.”
 
   “You should be proud of them, Odestus.  They are as much your creation, your children even, as they are my crowning glory.  Fuck knows they are the only children either of us will ever have.”
 
   Odestus made no reply for a moment and another snake hissed spite in his direction.  “They seem particularly rebellious and ungrateful offspring this evening, my dear.”
 
   “They sense when others mean me harm, little wizard.”  She did not turn but asked him lightly, “do you mean me harm, little wizard?”
 
   He gripped the bottle more tightly. “No my dear, never.”
 
   Again a snake lunged in his direction and, at last, Dema flicked up her hood and turned to face Odestus.  “What is it then that has brought you here to interrupt my evening retreat?  Has the Master some new instruction, has his interest in me been re-awakened?”
 
   “Kimbolt said you might be here.”
 
   She cocked her head to one side.  “That is the answer to a different question, little wizard.”
 
   “I came on my own cognisance, Dema.  There is a conversation I would have with you.”
 
   She folded her arms to hug herself.  “That sounds ominous, little wizard.  My father sounded much the same after he had heard of the first man I kissed.” She smiled at an old memory and, beneath the wrinkled scar on her cheek, Odestus saw a glimmer of the Dema of old and took it for a good omen.  “He never knew what else the man got, or what I demanded in return.  He simply said that Sergeant Kullick was far too old for a fourteen year old girl and he should have known better.” 
 
   She laughed.  “The sergeant was the finest swordsmen in the company, probably the entire army.  A shame he wielded his other weapon with somewhat less generosity or skill.  Still he taught me all he knew that was of any value.”
 
   Odestus was cheered to hear her talk of the life before, before everything changed.  He gripped the bottle more tightly.  “You remember when it happened, Dema, when you became as you are?”
 
   “What, little wizard, is this to be another lecture on my monstrous nature?” The cowl about her head shifted with the stirring of unquiet snakes. 
 
   He shook his head quickly.  “You gave me a task then, it was urgent and I am sorry that it has taken twenty years but at last I have the answer you demanded.“ He drew out the bottle and held it before her, its contents fluorescing in the grey light of dusk. 
 
   “What is this?” She said her voice breaking with something, fear or hope he knew not which.  “Another vile liqueur whose taste you acquired as the pampered Governor of Undersalve?” Her sharp rebuke at his expense lost some of its edge through the tremor in her voice.
 
   He shook his head with slow deliberation. “You know what it is, Dema?”
 
   “No!” 
 
   “I worked on it in every spare hour I had in Undersalve.  I sought answers and ingredients not just in this plane but in many others besides.”  He wanted her to understand, to be not just pleased and grateful, but impressed at this his greatest work.
 
   “No, little wizard,” she was shaking her head now and backing away from him.
 
   “This will make you human again, Dema.”  He smiled as he said it, so pleased to at last share the triumph of his research.  “This will cure you of that curse.”
 
   “No, never.”
 
   Her hood was a writhing mess as he stepped towards her.  “Be not afraid Dema.  You do not need your snakes or your gaze, you are the greatest warrior I have ever seen, the greatest general.  You would still succeed in the Master’s service restored to the woman you once were.” He hesitated, tongue flicking across his lips.  “In human form you could even seek service in another cause.  I hear the Caliphs of the Eastern lands always have need of skilful soldiers.” 
 
   She lunged at him, seizing him one handed about the throat with a ferocity that almost made him drop the precious container.  With his free hand he grabbed at her arm, the cold skin with its corded muscles like steel beneath his touch.  “You fool, little wizard, would you kill me?  Is the greatest betrayal always to come from our dearest friends?”
 
   “I would never kill you, Dema,” he gasped.  Her grip was tight enough to restrain yet not quite choke, but the flare behind the gauze suggested the grip might yet tighten.  “I only seek to make you as you were, to make you human again, to save you from becoming a monster.  It is what I have always striven for, it is what you have always wanted.”
 
   “I can live with the monster, little wizard but I will die as a human.  You will not do that to me, no-one will do that to me.”
 
   She let go of his throat and as he staggered back she seized the bottle from his hand and, in one fluid movement flung it far over the battlements.
 
   “No,” he shrieked an agony of rage searing his nerves as though it had been the child he’d never had which she had cast so viciously aside.  He flung himself at the embrasure, leaning between the merlons to track the bottle’s flight.  In the bailey below two outlander guards were looking up at the tower in some surprise.  Between them, in the flickering torchlight, a puddle of dark liquid spread and smoked.
 
   “You bloody fool,” he rounded on her, trying to pummel her face and chest with his fists but she caught his wrists and effortlessly restrained him.   “You ungrateful bitch, you cow, you misshapen monster.  Some of those ingredients took years to find, have you any idea how many chameleons I had to skin before I found the right one.  You wouldn’t even think about it. You just threw it away.”  He started trying to kick her but she dodged his clumsy feet with nimble steps as though they were inventing a new dance. “That bottle was irreplaceable!”
 
   “Good,” she said.  “Then that will save me the trouble of killing you to prevent you replacing it.”
 
   He stopped flailing at that and looked into her covered eyes.  “I don’t know you Dema, I don’t know you anymore.”
 
   She smiled back at him.  “As your certainties shrink, little wizard, mine grow.  With that one throw I have just saved myself, and who knows I may even have saved you.  Who says the future cannot be changed!”  She laughed.  “Come, let us get a glass of that green slime you think a luxury.  It may not be as precious as your little potion, but I wager it tastes better. I may even join you in a glass to celebrate.”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Hepdida shot awake in a cold sweat.  She could smell him, still smell him, surely it was not a dream.  Grundurg’s foul odour washed over her cloying at her nostrils.  So many times he had loomed over her, with his thin bladed knife or worse.  She shook her head, it was a dream, only a dream.  The orc was dead.  Niarmit had killed him.  She padded out of bed and pulled open the door to the sitting room.  Niarmit’s room was beside her own.  She took the few steps towards the heavy door reaching for its handle.  No.  She would conquer these nightmares alone.  She walked to the balcony.  The carefully crafted elegance of Rugan’s gardens endured even in the winter moonlight, shadows of empty trees made intricate shapes across the lawns.
 
   She hugged herself and tried to guess the hour from the height of the bright star Croen above the Eastern horizon.  Niarmit had tried to show her once, on another night that the dead orc had awakened her.   She screwed up one eye and held out fist and thumb to gauge angle as she had been taught, but recollection of the exact method eluded her.
 
   Sleep too, seemed to have fled her mind.  She gathered a shawl about her shoulders and padded softly out of the door to the sitting room.  They were quartered in the heart of Rugan’s palace.  Each of the suites of rooms opened onto a common covered gallery which ran around three sides of a central courtyard.  In the centre of the courtyard a fountain shot a perpetual jet of water high into the air.  Hepdida felt the faint touch of its spray on her cheek and turned to walk around the gallery.  
 
   The first door she passed was the nursery where Giseanne had let her play with baby Andros.  She looked towards it with a smile at the happy recollection and then frowned.  The door was ajar.
 
   She took a barefoot step towards it and pushed at the door’s carved surface.  It swung noiselessly open.  There was a guard just inside the door, sitting, not standing.  She nearly tripped over his legs on her way into the outer day nursery.  She looked down, at him. He was still, too still.   A dark spreading stain seeped towards her toes from beneath the fallen guard.  She stepped back away from the body.  The wall came up behind her with a thump that echoed in her chest.  She edged away but her foot struck something that rolled.  She looked down. It was a staff an old wooden stick its curved head worn pale with constant handling. Breathing was difficult, movement impossible.  She let her gaze trace the length of the stick in the soft moonlight.  There was a thin old hand by the staff’s other end.  The thundering of her heart was deafening, the only muscle in her body to escape the paralysis of panic. Her eyes followed the line of the body, the old elf sprawled sideways on the floor a point of steel protruding from her chest, the pale rug beneath her discoloured with a dark pool of blood.  
 
   The body gave a grunt, a lurching exhale as the blade was pulled free from behind and the crouching figure at Kychelle’s back stood up, the dripping murder weapon in his hand.
 
   “No, no.” The words whispered from Hepdida’s throat, her breaths out of time with her speech. Heart heaving, lungs fluttering.  
 
   The figure straightened.  His eyes met hers in the half-light even as she shook her head in a desperate denial. 
 
   “This is not how it seems, my Princess,” said Kaylan.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Three
 
   No muscle would answer.  Hepdida tried to scream but every mistimed shout came on an inward breath giving only the gasp of budding hysteria.  Kaylan, her friend Kaylan, stepped over the body of Kychelle, blood dripping from his short sword and clamped his other hand across Hepdida’s mouth. “I need you not to scream, my Princess,” his whisper was an unnerving island of calm in the midst of the nightmare she had stumbled on.  
 
   She clutched at that straw. Maybe she had never woken up from Grundurg’s dream. Maybe this was just part of some layered phantasm.  Maybe if she tried really hard she could wake up in her own bed.
 
   “My Princess, I will take my hand away but you must not scream.  Do you understand?”
 
   Kaylan’s hand was warm against her mouth, the wall was cold at her back.  This was too real for dreaming.  She nodded.  He took his hand away.
 
   “Kaylan, what have you done?” she hissed.
 
   “This is not my doing, Princess.”
 
   “I saw you, kneeling over her, pulling your sword from her.”
 
   “I didn’t put it in her though. The old lady is cold, long dead before I got here.  Touch her, feel for yourself.”
 
   Hepdida shook her head violently.
 
   “I swear, my Princess, I did not kill her, or him,” he nodded towards the guard. 
 
   “Swear it Kaylan, swear it!” she whispered.
 
   He looked her steadily in the eye.  “On my Lady Niarmit’s life I had no hand in these two deaths.”
 
   “We must tell Niarmit then.” Relief flooded over Hepdida with that realisation.  Niarmit would know, she had half turned to go when Kaylan grabbed her arm.
 
   “No,” the thief hissed.
 
   “She will know what to do,” Hepdida whispered back inspiration making her insistent.
 
   “No, she cannot know,” Kaylan equally urgent softly rebutted her.  “This is complicated, it will look bad for me and the Lady Niarmit would have to lie for me or let the murderer’s plans unfold as they had intended.   We cannot let her know more than she can freely speak of.  My Princess this must just be our secret.”
 
   A whimper passed through Hepdida’s lips.  “Kaylan, please, oh by the Goddess swear you had no part in this.”
 
   He rested his hand on her shoulder and met her gaze.  “By the Goddess and on my Lady Niarmit’s life, this is not my doing.“
 
   She gulped and nodded.
 
   “Now quickly, back to our rooms.  The nurse and the baby have not stirred in their chamber yet, but I would not say how long our luck will hold. Quick and soft my Princess, you first.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Hepdida, are you in here?”
 
   The Princess tried not to stir at her cousin’s voice, she tried to maintain the illusion of sleeping safe within her own bed despite the hushed urgency that was plainly audible beyond her bedroom door. There had been a voice calling for Lady Niarmit, Quintala languidly demanding on what grounds, some whispering around the name Giseanne and then doors slamming, hasty footsteps.  And all the while Hepdida pretended to be asleep.  Her eyes were clenched shut against any sudden intrusion, though real rest had quite eluded her in the hours since she had left Kaylan and slunk back into their quarters.
 
   Incoherent images and thoughts had chased each other around her head filling her mind with fruitless worry.  Kaylan, honest Kaylan, Kaylan the honest thief? Kychelle the awful woman, dead.  He had sworn he had not done it.  A horror had not struck her so close to home since Grundurg had put an orcish shield spike through her mother’s face in their own kitchen.
 
   “Hepdida!” Niarmit’s voice again, louder commanding her to awaken.  Quick footsteps across the marble floor. “Hepdida?” quiet this time, hesitant, fearful. The lightest touch pushed at Hepdida’s shoulder.  She rolled with it, stretching her arms in a pretended yawn.
 
   “What is…“ the question stalled on her lips as she saw her cousin’s haunted expression.
 
   “By the Goddess!” Niarmit seized her in a ferocious hug, crushing the younger girl against her chest so hard Hepdida could feel the thundering of her cousin’s heart above her own. 
 
   “Why are you trembling?” Hepdida mumbled into Niarmit’s shoulder.
 
   “I thought for a moment ….” Niarmit shook her head as if to lose that thought. “Cousin, you choose a fine night to escape those dreams,” she laughed.
 
   Of course, Hepdida berated herself.  ‘Do nothing different,’ Kaylan had said, and here she was feigning her first undisturbed night’s sleep since Niarmit had cut Grundurg’s head off.  “I did wake up,” she tried to conjure a hasty credibility to shroud her lie.
 
   Niarmit’s eyebrows rose, her expression tense with expectation.
 
   “But then I went back to sleep,” the Princess tried to quash her cousin’s curiosity. “I thought I should try to stay in my own room for once.  There was a dream, but it was all right this time.  It was one I’d had before.”  She was proud of the last detail, a little elegant gilding to her deceit.
 
   That pride evaporated as Niarmit observed drily, “you’ve had them all before, Hepdida, many times.”
 
   “Well, maybe I’m just learning to manage them on my own,” Hepdida snapped back.  She pushed herself into a sitting position, smoothing down the covers to avoid her cousin’s gaze. “What did you want me for anyway?” she asked the eiderdown.
 
   “Get dressed. You’re to come to the council chamber, Lady Giseanne would speak to us all.”
 
   “But I’ve said my piece to the delegates.  They cannot want to quiz me about it again.”
 
   Niarmit shook her head.  “This is not about that other business. All the delegates and princes and their retinues are to attend the Lady Giseanne in ten minutes.  Hurry and get dressed.”
 
   “Oh,” Hepdida said.  Then, when Niarmit seemed to expect more she added, “What is it about?”
 
   The Queen shrugged.  “Lady Giseanne will explain it all.  Just get ready quickly.”  She made to leave, but paused in the doorway.  “I’m glad you’re trying to deal with your nightmares,” she said.  “It is very brave of you.” 
 
   Hepdida gave a weak smile but her cousin still waited, until the Princess felt driven to ask, “is there something else?”
 
   “Hepdida,” Niarmit said.  “You know you can tell me anything. Anything at all?”
 
   Hepdida turned away from the bright green eyed gaze. She felt her cheeks and ears flushing red.  “I know I can,” she told the bedclothes.
 
   Niarmit closed the door softly behind her, but not before Hepdida heard a brief exchange in the outer sitting room. “The Princess is well then?” Quintala asked.
 
   “She slept,” Niarmit replied.  “She slept through it, thank the Goddess.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   There was a sombre atmosphere in the council chamber, more crowded than it had been when Thom and Hepdida had given their accounts of the Dark Lord’s invasion.  They sat in little groups on the high backed wooden chairs which Rugan’s flunkies provided.  The Prince of Medyrsalve sat in his own ornate throne, the Lady Giseanne at his side and beyond her the Deaconess Rhodra.  
 
   Niarmit was at the centre of her party.  At Giseanne’s bidding she had named her associates, the illusionist and Princess to her right and the Seneschal to the left.  While they were already known to the others in the room, Hepdida watched how the curious eyes of the others had settled on Kaylan.  Niarmit had called him her trusted companion and a fellow warrior in the struggle to free Undersalve.  Hepdida had seen the Lords of Oostsalve exchange a look and Leniot mouthed to Tybert, ‘the thief.’ 
 
   Hepdida had tried to catch Kaylan’s eye as she scurried along the corridor in another borrowed dress, but the thief had granted her the smallest courtesy of a smile before they had entered the council chamber and now he was subjecting the other delegates to his own intense scrutiny.
 
   Across the room the Bishop Sorenson had been joined by a thin faced curate called Merlow and a grey suited manservant called Fenwell.  The curate dared to meet the gaze of any who would look his way. The manservant eschewed any attention bestowed on him by his master’s peers, staring resolutely at the floor.
 
   The Lords of Oostsalve had an entourage of two.  Leniot presented Sir Vahnce, a slim man clean shaven olive complexion fastidiously clad in black doublet and breeches. While Leniot described him as a close confidante and adviser, Thom muttered that he was known as little more than Leniot’s drinking and gambling partner.
 
   Tybert’s associate was a woman.  Hepdida guessed her to be a little older than Niarmit, but dressed with striking attention to fashion and to detail.  Despite the hurried summons her blond hair was piled elegantly high to show off a pale neck.  An elaborate cape and dress made the most of a full figure that would have made Hepdida’s mother seethe with jealousy.  Tybert had introduced her as the Lady Maia, his spiritual counsellor whereupon Quintala fell to a fit of coughing in the midst of which Hepdida was sure she heard the word “whore.”
 
   The introductions done it was Sorenson who asked the obvious question.  “Will the Lady Kychelle not be joining us, Madam Regent?”
 
   “She will not.” Giseanne glanced across at her husband, who had been slumped in his chair glowering at each of his guests in turn.  At Sorenson’s question he stomped to his feet, shaking off Giseanne’s restraining arm.
 
   “My Grandmother will not be joining us because she has been murdered.”
 
   “My Lord!” Giseanne cried. “We agreed to say as little…”
 
   “Bugger that!” Rugan called as the ripple of shock at his news ran around the room.  Hepdida tried to look quickly from one face to the other gauging their reaction to see who was genuinely surprised and who was not.  Sorenson’s jaw had dropped, the curate was frowning, Fenwell still stared at the floor. 
 
   Leniot and Tybert were exchanging a look, but of what?  surprise? Understanding?  It was not shock, not quite amusement, but the news had intrigued more than alarmed them.  Vahnce’s eyes flicked quickly around the room and settled on Hepdida with a stare of enquiry scarcely less piercing than Niarmit’s.  The Princess looked to the floor and hoped the blush would not reach her ears or pique the gambler’s interest.
 
   “My grandmother has been murdered in my own halls, stabbed in the back in my son’s day nursery.”
 
   “My Lord Prince,” Rhodra added her voice to Giseanne’s word of caution.  “The less we divulge now the more chance we will have to uncover the truth of it.”
 
   “The truth of it!” Rugan cried.  “The truth of it is simple, one of you, guests in my home, have wrought this foul deed.  You are all quartered in the fountain courtyard. The guards at the ends of the galleries have given convincing accounts that no-one passed by them in the night.  He who struck the blow or she, came from one of those within this chamber.”
 
   Sorenson coughed. “My Lord Prince, I grieve for your loss, the Petred Isle is a poorer place for the Lady Kychelle’s death.  But forgive me, I thought your palace had wards in place, magical alarms which is why we had liberty to bring our arms in safety within your private chambers.”
 
   Rugan blinked at the wall behind Sorenson.  “The wards failed,” he said thickly.  “Last night the wards failed and in that unguarded moment an assassin has struck.”
 
   “When last we met in this chamber,” Leniot mused aloud.  “I recall words being exchanged between the Lady Niarmit and poor Kychelle, a blow was struck.  Injured pride is a powerful motivator for mischief, is it not?”  He let the question hang in the air, all the while staring at Niarmit.  Hepdida looked across at Kaylan.  The thief made no move towards her but the Princess could see he had gone deathly pale.
 
   Niarmit was calm in her own defence.  “The Lady Kychelle and I had settled our differences since then and when we last spoke had parted most amicably.”
 
   Tybert gave a snort of derision, while his concubine fanned her face at speed.  Giseanne interjected.  “I was there at that meeting and can vouch for the Lady Niarmit in this matter.  However, it was not the purpose of this meeting to conduct an investigation or a trial.”
 
   “Forgive me, Lady Giseanne, may I ask a question?”
 
   Hepdida spun round at the unfamiliar voice.  It was Vahnce who had spoken, slipping from Leniot’s shadow to pose a question in a soft eastern accent.  
 
   “Sir Vahnce, you may ask, but whether we can in wisdom answer it is another matter.”
 
   “If the wards were not functioning, is it not possible for an assassin to have entered from outside the building, to have come across the gardens?”
 
   “Past all my guards?” Rugan spat his disbelief.
 
   “There is much in this night of sorrow which beggars belief, my Lord Prince,” Vahnce went on, oily smooth.  “We should not be too swift to dismiss any possibility, however remote.”  Behind him Hepdida saw Tybert and Leniot exchanging puzzled looks.
 
   “Are we sure that the Lady Kychelle was the intended victim?” Sorenson pinned down a thought that had been eluding him for some moments.  “You say this heinous attack took place in the nursery.  The young Lordling, Andros, he is…?”
 
   “Baby and nurse are well, they were in the night nursery and slept through the entire attack,” Giseanne assured the Bishop.  “However, all avenues will be explored in the investigation and certain precautions must now be taken.”  She swept her hand towards the plump cleric at her side.  “Deaconess Rhodra will speak to each of you in turn today.  With the aid of the Goddess’s blessing she will determine who speaks true and if any should lie.  I would hope for your co-operation that the truth of this dreadful matter can be swiftly uncovered.  The Goddess knows, terrible as poor Kychelle’s murder is, there are still greater concerns which demand our attention before we may be granted respite in which to grieve.”
 
   “Amen to that,” Niarmit said.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Prior Abroath, we need you!”
 
   Abroath stumbled out of his tent to find Elyas, Tordil’s lieutenant, astride a lathered horse, both elf and steed stained from a desperate ride.
 
   The Prior rubbed the shreds of sleep from his eyes.  He had taken to resting from afternoon to evening in order to be refreshed and vigilant for the nights of ceaseless undead watch, but this reveille was earlier than expected.  The Sun, though low, had not yet set. Its dying rays cast long shadows of man and beast towards the peaks behind him.
 
   “Where are they coming from?”  Abroath glanced down the sunlit lower slopes of the Torrockburn valley, but saw no sign of movement.  True he might have missed a skulking orc or two, but the lumbering ill co-ordinated undead were always easy to spot at a distance.  It was that which had led their enemy to drive the soulless ones East at night, when their cold lifeless bodies would be invisible to both human and elven sight.
 
   “Not here, Prior.  It is the Gap of Tandar, the enemy are trying to force passage along the Eastway.”
 
   “How many of them?”
 
   “All of them, Prior, all of them.  Captain Tordil saw it, he has taken the First and Second Companies to the pass to support Sir Ambrose.  He sent me to bid you bring the Third and Fourth.   We will all be needed.”
 
   “Undead?”
 
   “A thousand or more.  They lead the assault, Prior. All clad in the silver livery of Medyrsalve.  They send the fallen comrades of Sir Ambrose and his troops.  They mean to break our allies’ nerve.”
 
   “They’d have to,” Abroath muttered.  “If they fail and Ambrose holds firm and Tordil joins him, then we’d have the whole enemy force trapped in a muddy killing field either side of the Eastway.”
 
   “That is why we need you, Prior.  Captain Tordil says the enemy have over reached themselves. We may yet win this war in an evening.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “I can’t do this, Kaylan, she will know.  I was a fool to listen to you.”
 
   “Hush my Princess, not so loud.” Kaylan gestured up at the balcony above them, the doors wide open to the sitting room beyond.  “We do not want to be overheard by anyone.”
 
   “Especially not our friends,” she hissed back.  She glanced around the empty garden and hugged herself against fear as much as the cold. “By the Goddess, I am to be interrogated by the Deaconess and she will know I lie.”
 
   The thief pulled a small white object from inside his jerkin and pressed it into her hand.  “Here, my Princess, chew this a little.”
 
   Hepdida looked with suspicion at the object, it was the shape of a mushroom but hard to the touch, somewhere between a carrot and celery in texture.  “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know its proper name.  In Undersalve we called it thief’s friend, those who knew its properties.”
 
   “Is it poisonous?”
 
   He took it from her and bit half of it off, chewing rhythmically and tucking the morsel in his cheek from time to time when he wished to speak.  “It grows under the earth in damp forests.  It is very hard to find my Princess, you have to know where to look, but I always keep some by me.”
 
   “What does it do?”
 
   The strange vegetable was turning to mush and a thin trail of its purple juice was spilling from the corner of Kaylan’s mouth. Hepdida touched her own lip and caught Kaylan’s eye; he wiped the mauve rivulet away with his sleeve and nodded his thanks.  “It wouldn’t serve to go in to see the Deaconess with purple lips, my Princess.”
 
   “What does it do, Kaylan?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Some say it’s an old wives tale but I know there’s truth in it.  Some also call it magic-bane.  It hides the mind from any magical probing or manipulation, like you might encounter with a priest searching for answers you don’t want to give.”
 
   “You’ve used it before?  It worked for you?”
 
   “It’s kept me out of jail a few times in days gone by.”
 
   “Always?”
 
   He winced. “Mostly.”
 
   “By the Goddess, an old wives tale that mostly worked. You’d send me in to face Deaconess Rhodra with just that?”
 
   “Come my Princess,” he offered her the uneaten half.  “I’ve been chewing the stuff ever since we got here.  I wouldn’t trust anything in that bastard Rugan’s palace.  The whole place is riddled with magic and none of it good, the old dog’s just as treacherous and self-interested as he’s always been and I’m not about to be duped by any casual spell that’s seeped into the stones.  I tell you though, young Thom’s little tricks with fire and that, they look a lot less impressive when you’ve a gutful of this stuff warding you against his charms.”
 
   Hepdida brought the ugly root towards her mouth, hesitated a moment and then thrust it in, chewing resolutely.  It had a bitter taste and an uneven texture that made her want to retch, but she ground her teeth against it, feeling the flood of juice it released.
 
   “That’s it my Princess.” He patted her on the back when she fell to a fit of coughing.   
 
   “Will it work?” she spluttered.
 
   “Well enough to let the good Deaconess miss us and spot the real murderer.”
 
   Hepdida looked into the thief’s unblinking eyes.  He spoke with soft assurance, so sincere, so credible.   Too sincere?  “It was your sword,” she said.  “The murderer used your sword?”
 
   He nodded.  “It was missing when I woke up, that’s why I went looking for it.”
 
   “Someone stole your sword?” She could not keep the incredulity from her voice.
 
   He nodded, seeming oblivious to her returning doubt, and pointed to the window to the right of the balcony.  “That’s my room, my Lady Niarmit’s is on the other side.  These walls are easy to climb. Whoever took it could have climbed through there, or maybe come through our day room.”
 
   “And you slept through this theft Kaylan? You?”
 
   He frowned, lips pursed and admitted.  “Yes that was odd. Perhaps the Deaconess’s enquiries will shed some light on that as well.”
 
   “Hey, you two!” It was Thom calling from the balcony.  “What are you skulking about down there for?”
 
   “I was admiring the garden.” Hepdida plucked at a bare branch to illustrate her sudden horticultural fascination.  The illusionist gave her a look of deep disbelief.
 
   “In truth, Master Thom,” Kaylan said.  “It was a somewhat private matter.  The Princess was asking if I could give her some training in the art of defence. The night’s events have understandably made her concerned for her safety, even here in Rugan’s domain.”
 
   Thom frowned at the contrasting pair, tall rangy thief and slightly built girl.  “Would not her cousin or the Seneschal be more suited as trainers?”
 
   Hepdida let Kaylan fashion their tale; he seemed to have a better gift for lying.  The thief spread his hands, “the Lady Niarmit has many pressing concerns and besides, it is not brute sword work but the subtlety of knife play that my Princess desires mastery of.”  Even thinking back afterwards Hepdida could not see how he had done it, but the thief had conjured a knife from within his sleeve. He juggled it with effortless ease before fashioning a throw towards Thom which had the illusionist ducking even as Kaylan laughing held up the knife uncast in his other hand.
 
   “By the Goddess, Hepdida was scary enough with a knife when she had not had training,” Thom growled.  “I dare not think what you might make of her.”
 
   Kaylan gave a low bow and a broad grin.
 
   “Anyway, your lessons will have to resume later.  The Queen wants us all up here now. There is something she would say to us all.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   They were crowding up the funnel shaped valley towards the Gap of Tandar when Abroath arrived.  A thousand zombies swaying in the last dregs of daylight.  The thin line of necromancers in the rear were urging them forward, but the Prior noted how each wizard stood behind a scintillating shimmering shield of rainbow hues.  The conjurations moved with them and those few archers who essayed a long shot found their arrows bouncing off the invoked protection.  For the most part however the archers held their fire.  They had learned the futility of piercing the undead with wasted arrows.  The undead still wore the silver armour they had died in.  That was itself a mercy for it hid from view what ravages death and decay had made of their fallen comrades.  
 
   A thin line of Medyrsalve spearman, backed up by dismounted hobilers, stood across the bottleneck where the pass rose to its narrow peak.  
 
   Behind the zombies, sliding sometimes in the mud, tramped row upon row of orcs.  Even Abroath could see their pace slowing from the sapping uphill struggle across the rain softened ground.
 
   The tall figure of Tordil beckoned Abroath down to join him with the hobilers.  “Come Prior, stand with me.  If you can carve a path through these lost souls we may yet strike through to slice open some living foes.”
 
   Abroath glanced warily at the approaching horde.  “There are a great many of them, Captain.”  The Prior would admit there was a certain pleasure, joy even, to be had in channelling the power of the Goddess into the destruction of these benighted creatures.  But there was a cost, the exhaustion which quite numbed his limbs and dulled his senses after barely half a dozen benedictions.  “I cannot destroy them all.”
 
   “Fear not, Prior,” Tordil assured him. “Here comes Sir Ambrose with his Chaplains all ordained in the service of the Goddess.  They will lend their own piety to your cause.  I have told the good Knight what marvellous weapons you fellows of the cloth can make.”
 
   Abroath frowned as Sir Ambrose trotted up in full plate male astride his massive horse, leading a dozen worried looking priests in silver trimmed robes.  He knew from his own early experience that dismissing zombies was not for the faint of faith and these chaplains in their military livery did not look overly blessed with piety.      
 
   “Well met Captain,” Ambrose greeted Tordil.  “Let us make an end of these undead and then see how many of these orcs we can send sliding in the mud of their own shit all the way back down to the Saeth.  I have brought you the secret weapons you desired. Is your instructor ready? It must of necessity be a swift lesson.”
 
   The instructor glanced across his nervously devout dozen and thought they looked neither secret nor very weapon like.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “I just wanted to be the one to tell you,” Niarmit told the four of them.  “Quintala already knows and the Lady Giseanne has made some reference to it, but Kychelle and I had quite resolved our differences.”
 
   The Queen was standing, scanning the faces of the four of them as they sat in the private chamber.  She paused, waiting for a response until Thom offered one.  “That is good to hear, your Majesty.”
 
   “Yes, Kychelle had decided to grant escorted passage through the Silverwood and to send three thousand elven warriors to fight beside us.”
 
   Hepdida gasped and Thom whistled at a revelation whose significance was apparent even to their unmilitary minds.  The Princess looked to the illusionist and then back to Niarmit, but the Queen’s eyes were on Kaylan at the end of the line.  The thief had said nothing, but Hepdida saw the whitening knuckles on hands clenched in his lap. “That is good news indeed, my Lady,” he said thickly.
 
   “We will have to see how far that goodwill survives grandmama’s death though,” Quintala pointed out.
 
   Niarmit nodded, “the orders had already been given.  They were Kychelle’s last command to her people so I would expect them to honour her wishes.”
 
   “The manner of her death may make them think again.” The illusionist’s analysis brought a dark frown to the Queen’s face such that Thom hurried to apologise for his idle thought.
 
   Niarmit waved him down.  “Their reaction may depend on what the Deaconess uncovers.” Once more she scanned their faces with a fierce intensity.
 
   “Who will lead the Silverwood now?” Hepdida asked hastily.
 
   “That honour falls to a cousin of mine, the Steward of the Silverwood.  The line of Andril and Kychelle ended with my mother Liessa; half-breeds like myself and my brother do not count of course.” Quintala observed with a wry smile of resignation.
 
   “Who else,” Kaylan began and then coughed to clear his throat of the obstacle which had pitched his voice a fraction higher than normal.  “Who else knew of the rapprochement you had reached with the elf, my Lady?”
 
   “That elf was my grandmother.” There was an edge showing through Quintala’s usual mocking tone.
 
   “Kaylan meant no offence I am sure, Seneschal.” Niarmit did not take her eyes from the thief as she spoke. “Besides myself and Quintala only Giseanne and Rugan knew that Kychelle and I had come to an understanding. We had meant to share the news at council this morning. What of it?”
 
   Kaylan shrugged.  “I’m not sure my Lady, but I find it curious the Lady Kychelle died at the point when the other delegates would have thought her an obstacle to our plans and an enemy of yours.”
 
   “Are you saying one of them killed her?”
 
   “Well somebody did,” Quintala exclaimed.  “And if it wasn’t one of us, it must have been one of them.”
 
   The bald observation precipitated a silence in which there was a soft knock at the door.  “Enter,” Niarmit said.
 
   A silver liveried flunkey came in and bowed low.  “Deaconess Rhodra’s compliments my Lady and she would speak now with the Lady Hepdida, if she is ready.” 
 
   Niarmit looked across at the Princess and raised an eyebrow in enquiry. Hepdida, gulped and smoothed her dress before standing up.  “I’m ready,” she lied.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “I haven’t brought it,” the squat army chaplain muttered.  “I have my staff though.”
 
   “I should knock you on the head with it,” Abroath stormed.  “What kind of priest are you to leave the symbol of your faith behind?”
 
   “I… er.. that is…” the man stammered inadequately.
 
   “Sergeant!” Ambrose commanded and a warrant officer came running.  “Take this foolish chaplain and find whichever card sharp won his crescent symbol from him in a wager last night. Then re-unite the prelate and his possession.”
 
   “Thank you, oh thank you, Sir Ambrose,” the chaplain gushed.
 
   “Don’t thank me,” the knight growled.  “You’ll be paying the debt out of your wages for years to come. You should never bet what you can’t afford to lose. Now hurry, these creatures are nearly within range of the Prior’s prayers.”
 
   Abroath stared at the gambling chaplain’s retreating back.  The Sergeant was alternately urging him on and glancing over his shoulder at the closing battle lines, his face a picture of frustration as he hurried away from the battle.
 
   “My apologies, Prior, the men of cloth who would serve in the army are often prone to other vices,” Sir Ambrose bent from his saddle to offer Abroath his excuses.
 
   “That is what worries me,” Abroath said softly.
 
   “Must we stand infront of the line, Prior?” another of the knight’s less holy clerics asked.   
 
   “There can be no obstacles to bar the power of the Goddess’s grace,” Abroath told him.
 
   With a silent prayer, the Prior led his little troop through a gap in the shield wall which closed behind them.  They spread out finding some comfort from the spearmen at their back even as the zombie ranks accelerated towards them.  Whether it was the scent of fresh flesh, the remorseless driving will of the necromancers or the slight levelling of the slope as the crest approached, Abroath could not tell, but the creatures were certainly gathering pace and there was not much time for the clerical vanguard to make their preparations.
 
   He knelt and held his symbol high as he uttered the familiar simple blessing directing his prayers at the massed centre of the zombie line, which was even now losing cohesion as the creatures broke into a limping lope to close the narrow gap and feed.  Again, the power of the Goddess coursed through him and the first two zombies crumbled to dust filled empty armour, raising a ragged cheer from the spearmen at his back.  However, the creatures behind his first dissipated targets just bent their backs and leaned into the blast of divine displeasure.  The ash of destruction streamed from the joints in their rusted armour but still they came on.  Abroath strained with effort, sweat bursting from his skin despite the cold winter air.  He felt the necromancer’s mind urging the dead things forward, nourishing them against the flaying blast of the blessing of the Goddess.  “You shall not win,” Abroath declared before shouting a second benediction drawing on all the strength of his faith, all the blessings of the way of the Goddess, in sharp and blinding contrast to the failed promises and deceit of unlife.
 
   This time the path he cleared ran like a giant’s sword stroke through the ranks of the zombie hoard, cutting a swathe yards wide and deep which all but bisected the undead division. And, he felt the cry of alarm, the injury he had done to the shepherding necromancer on whom the pain of his creature’s final blessed release had fallen.
 
   “See how the Prior does it, you fools,” Ambrose was shouting at his chaplains.  “And you do likewise!”
 
   Abroath, panting heavily looked left and right.  The army priests were enjoying less success.  A few had destroyed some undead, most had only stalled the zombies’ advance.  One nearest him was scrabbling to climb over the shields as the undead sped towards him.  “Let me through,” the man was whimpering.  “I have sinned, the Goddess will not spare me a blessing.  The pleasures of the flesh have destroyed me.”
 
   Abroath swung his symbol high and delivered a blessing which swept away a fine mist of the chaplain’s attackers.  Then he grabbed him by the arm.  “Have faith,” he commanded.  “It is not our sins which condemn us, but our faith which saves us.  Have faith and be the vessel of the Goddess to bring these creatures some rest.” 
 
   “Have faith! Have faith!” the refrain was taken up by the spearmen in a rousing chorus and, glancing to the side, Abroath saw the strengthening resolve and attendant success of his little force of clerics.
 
   “Fine work, Prior,” Tordil called.  “You destroy the undead, leave the orcs to us.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   She was a pleasant woman, round faced and red cheeked with a warm smile you instinctively wanted to trust.  She was the enemy.  Hepdida sat, unnaturally stiff, before the Deaconess trying desperately to work out how she would have behaved if she had had nothing to hide.  She would have smiled of course she would.  Her lips half twisted upwards before she thought, no, two people had been murdered, who would smile at that, save only a guilty person.  She twitched away the half made gesture, turning a smile into a smirk.  Her hands fidgeted in her lap, writhing with guilt.  Her mother had always said ‘I watch your hands, Hepdida, you can lie with your face but not your hands.’  At the recollection, the Princess hurriedly clasped her hands behind her back, which meant behind the back of the ornate chair on which she was sitting, creating the impression she’d been tied to the seat for an interrogation.
 
   ‘Oh crap,’ she thought as the Deaconess’s smile broke into a frown of puzzlement at her behaviour.
 
   “Are you quite well my dear?” Rhodra asked.  “Would you like a drink, some water perhaps?  You look flushed!”
 
   Hepdida felt the intensity of her blush deepen and she swept aside a strand of hair that wasn’t in her eye and pulled the shawl closer about her shoulders.  “No, thank you ma’am.  It’s just… er… that is…”
 
   “This must be difficult for you,” Rhodra said.  “I heard something of what you had been through from the Lady Giseanne.  You have had many awful experiences this last month and a half.”
 
   “What, oh, yes, ma’am yes awful.”  Hepdida ventured a slight swoon, raising a hand to her head as she swayed in the chair.  “Yes, these dreadful murders, they bring it all back.  Awful, just awful.”  She licked her lips, trying to glean how far the inscrutable deaconess was moved by her charade.  “Awful,” she repeated softly, her imagination a desert of inspiration.
 
   “Quite so, dear child,” Rhodra soothed.  “I have been lucky enough in my long years to have seen nothing more alarming than childbirth.  Though, I tell you, that can be pretty alarming on occasion.  I just wish girls your age would think of that more often whenever a handsome boy catches their eye and bids them walk a while in the woods. There’s many a girl found their virtue forced from them by some swain who became a monster when the Sun set.”
 
   The Princess met the Deaconess’s eyes with a puzzled curiosity and Rhodra flung a hand to her mouth to stop the words she had already said.  She looked away a brighter pink spotting on her cheeks.  “Forgive me, my Lady. That was insensitive of me.  I didn’t mean to revive the distress of your imprisonment.”
 
   Hepdida nodded slowly, seeing that the Deaconess was as discomforted by the interview as she herself was.  She stretched out a hand of reassurance to her interrogator.   The Deaconess clasped it two-handed, eyes bright with relief. “The orc,” she said.  “Did he.. did he take…”
 
   “Everything.” Hepdida answered.
 
   The Deaconess nodded.  “Yes, quite so, vicious creatures.  Still I should not leap so foolishly from one unpleasant business to another.  To the matter in question then.”  She patted Hepdida’s hand and the Princess felt a tingle of some enchantment scamper across her skin.
 
   She tried to pull her hand away, but Rhodra held it with a firm grip and beam of reassurance.  “Fear not my child, it is just a gift of the Goddess will help me see you speak true.”
 
   “It tickles,” Hepdida said wriggling in her seat.
 
   “We can be brief, my lady.  Now tell me true, did you have any hand in the murder of these two innocents last night?”
 
   “No,” Hepdida said, grateful to be able to answer with a forceful honesty that made the Deaconess jump.    
 
   “Do you know who did?”
 
   A trickier question. She swallowed hard and prayed that Kaylan’s forest root would guide her through the trap.  “No,” she answered again, without knowing whether or not she spoke true.
 
   There was a long silence and then the Deaconess released her hand.  “There my dear, that was not so bad was it.  All done now.”
 
   Hepdida scratched idly at her itching hand.  “I can go then?”
 
   “Of course.  And if you would send your Lady’s companion, the man named Kaylar?”
 
   “Kaylan?”
 
   “Yes, I would speak with him next.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Abroath’s throat was as dry as the dust he had turned the undead into and his fatigue was so great he could barely have sat upright but for the support of Elyas at his side.  
 
   “You did well, Prior,” the elf said, offering him a gourd to drink from.  “You all did.”
 
   Abroath glanced around at the army clerics sitting where they had fallen, as though at the completion of an epic race of many leagues.  Archers had flung cloaks around their shoulders to offer the exhausted priests some comfort before they followed the advancing spearman down the valley.
 
   Before them, in the shadowy twilight, the Eastway and its muddy environs were littered with the empty armour of dispelled undead and the hacked remnants of those few who had required a more physical disposal on the end of the polearms of the soldiers of Medyrsalve.
 
   “Drink this, Prior.” 
 
   Abroath spluttered as the fiery liquid scorched a pathway to his stomach.  “What is this Elyas, do you mean to poison me?” he coughed.
 
   “It will refresh you Prior, lift the weariness so that you can witness our victory at the mouth of the pass,” the elf lieutenant assured.  “Come, drink deep, I would join the battle myself before all is done.”
 
   Abroath took another draft of the burning fluid and found, as Elyas had promised, that the heaviness left his limbs and he could stand without aid.   At a click of the elf’s fingers a hobiler approached with Elyas’s horse and a pony for the Prior.  “Quickly, Prior, they are half a mile down the pass already.”
 
   With returning vigour Abroath followed the elf in a jolting ride down the Eastway, the only ground on which their steeds could be sure of their footing.  The elf trotted a length or two ahead, glancing back at the Prior with every stride as though his impatience might drive Abroath to greater speed.
 
   “Go on,” Abroath said. “Do not wait for me.”
 
   “The Captain said I must, you are precious to him.”
 
   “I knew not that Tordil liked me so.”
 
   “He likes your skills master Prior, the ones that took us through the undead into the soft belly of their orcish scum.”
 
   “I didn’t think orcs had soft bellies. I didn’t think they had anything soft,” Abroath called back as his pony gathered pace at  some whispered command of Elyas’s. 
 
   The frontline had moved further than Elyas had reported, nearly a mile West and several hundred feet lower than the battle’s opening encounter.  Torches lit the darkening night as the troops of Medyrsalve and Oostsalve pursued the retreating orcs down the widening gap of Tandar.  The increasing breadth of the pass was allowing more troops to deploy in a line that stretched and thinned as the torches of silver and gold steadily followed the loping orcs in their downhill retreat.
 
   “This is not right,” Abroath muttered hauling his pony up short.
 
   “It is entirely right, Prior.  The orcs flee and we pursue.  They may run faster than men, but they cannot run for ever.”
 
   “Elyas, we were defending a bottle neck at the top of the pass, now we have an extended line halfway down from the peak.  In a mile or two more we will be out on the open plain, right where the snake lady has always wanted us.  Can Ambrose and Tordil not see that?”
 
   Elyas looked at him oddly, as though belief had not yet caught up with comprehension.
 
   “Elyas, the buggers may run faster downhill. I bet they’ll run faster uphill as well.  I’d rather not be retreating uphill through the mud with orcs at our heels as we try to regain the security of the positions we have been lured from.”
 
   “Tordil means to win the war tonight, Prior,” Elyas said.
 
   “Tordil cannot win this war in a single night, Elyas,” Abroath shouted.  “But he could lose it.”
 
   
  
 

***  
 
   Niarmit had been watching her for some moments while Hepdida tried to concentrate on the dark bound psalter which Giseanne had loaned her.  As a servant’s daughter in Sturmcairn, her letters had always been less important than her looks.  Her mother had often said if she concentrated on landing a good husband she would have no need of books.  For a Princess it was apparently a different matter. So now Hepdida struggled slowly to make sense of all the swirling decorative words, helped by the fact that the prayers on the pages were ones she had chanted by rote many times in church.
 
   At last she could bear her cousin’s scrutiny no more.  “What is it? Why do you stare at me so?”
 
   “You’ve been on that same page for five minutes now.”
 
   “Is it any wonder, with you glaring at me all the time?”
 
   Niarmit frowned, “put the prayer book aside, Hepdida I need to talk to you.  There are questions I must ask.”
 
   With cross gratitude Hepdida dropped the book on the seat beside her. Niarmit came and knelt on the rug before her.  “What do you want to ask?” the Princess said with a haughtiness she hoped would discourage the enquiry.
 
   “Has Kaylan spoken to you?”
 
   “He speaks to me a lot,” she shrugged. 
 
   “I need to know,” Niarmit said.  “I need to know what he has said, I need to know what he has….” She stopped her eye catching on something.  “What is that mark on your dress?”  
 
   “Where?”
 
   “There.”  Her cousin pointed out a spot just below her shoulder where the shawl had shifted with her shrug.  Hepdida’s eyes widened at the spot of purple on the white silk of the borrowed gown.  “What is that?” Niarmit demanded.
 
   “I don’t know.”  Hepdida swallowed hard.
 
   “Hepdida,” Niarmit asked heavily.  “Has Kaylan given you anything to chew, a white vegetable maybe that he is fond of?”
 
   Hepdida blinked rapidly.  “Why would he?” she flung back a question not daring to lie outright to her cousin.
 
   “Why would he indeed?” Niarmit mused aloud as she stood up.
 
   “Was that the question you wanted to ask?” Hepdida said, not liking the frown that darkened her cousin’s face.
 
   “Get back to your psalter Hepdida, a book of prayers might serve us well today.”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   They stood in a line on their respective steeds.  The sequence of the knight’s huge destrier, the elf’s elegant courser and the Prior’s tiny pony made for a contrast of scale that would have been comic but for the dire circumstance they faced.
 
   Abroath looked along the line of stationary torches that denoted the waiting lines of human troops.  Beyond them the orcs jeered and called from the darkness beyond accurate bowshot.  In many ways it was a reprise of the battle’s opening, only without the interposed zombies and this time the human line was longer, thinner and lower and the night was darker.
 
   Tordil scowled.  “What now?” 
 
   “We wait or we retreat,” Abroath said.
 
   “Incredible,” Sir Ambrose exclaimed on the elf’s other side. “Who would have thought that orcs could retreat with such discipline to draw us from the hills?”
 
   “Anyone who watched the Redfangs at the battle by the Saeth,” Abroath growled, irritated by the incaution of the professional soldiers.
 
   Ambrose gave him a sharp look, “the power of your prayers is great, Prior Abroath, but you should not presume on that basis to lecture us on military matters.”
 
   “Oh but he should, Sir Ambrose,” Tordil said with bitter self-reproach.  “The man of cloth speaks wisdom to the men of mail. We have been duped.”
 
   “We cannot retreat,” Ambrose declared.  “Not, uphill in the dark and mud.  Our lines would splinter and break before we’d gone a hundred yards and the orcs would be in amongst us in an instant.”
 
   “Nor can we advance,” Tordil replied. “Already the pass is broad enough that our men can stand but five ranks deep.   Any further and our line will be too thin to hold when they strike back.”
 
   “Then we must stand,” Abroath concluded.  “We hold the line in this position, unfavourable as it maybe, and hope to make our withdrawal when daylight comes.”  
 
   “It is going to be a long night, Sir Ambrose,” Tordil said.
 
   “Aye, especially when yon green skinned scum realise they have tempted us as far as we will go, and decide this is now their best opportunity to attack.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Once again the delegates and their entourages sat on the fashionable chairs in Rugan’s council chamber. Only this time they shared the space with Rugan’s personal guard.  A dozen men in gleaming plate stood by the double doors ready to arrest whichever culprit the Goddess had helped Rhodra to identify. 
 
   Hepdida worried at the frayed edge of her shawl and stole a look around the room.  Sorenson’s eyes were shut in silent prayer for whom though, victims? murderer? or himself?  The curate and the manservant followed the Bishop’s lead, hands folded in their laps, eyes down.
 
   The Lords of Oostsalve were fidgeting.  Leniot tugged at his collar, Tybert drummed his fingers on his knee.  The spiritual adviser in another striking gown, fanned herself more vigorously than ever glancing round the room to make eye contact with each man present. Only Sir Vahnce seemed at ease with his surroundings a smile playing across his thin lips.
 
   “Well Deaconess?” Rugan demanded as soon as all were present and the doors had been pulled shut.  “What have you discovered?”
 
   Rhodra bowed to Giseanne and Rugan in turn and then strode to the centre of the chamber to make her declaration.  “As you all know, I have spoken to all of you in turn and have, by the Goddess’s grace, received honest answers to my questions.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “No one in this room had knowledge or involvement in these murders.”
 
   A moment’s stunned silence greeted the Deaconess’s pronouncement.  Then Rugan snorted his displeasure.  Before the Prince could add words to express his unhappiness, Rhodra went on.  “The only conclusion that remains, however improbable it may seem, is that an assassin from outside entered the palace when the wards failed.  This is where I would suggest we next investigate.”
 
   “An outside assassin!”  Rugan exclaimed.
 
   “The Goddess has spoken through Deaconess Rhodra’s work, my Prince” the Bishop declared sonorously.  “We must accept, indeed be relieved, that all present have been exonerated by her grace.”
 
   Rugan shot to his feet at that and waved an indignant finger towards the Bishop.  “In that case the Goddess is an ass!”  He glared round at them all.  “My Grandmother murdered in my own palace and you think it must be some outside assassin. A plague on all of you!” And he was gone, storming through the double doors with such furious strides that his troop of expectant soldiers could barely step aside in time.
 
   As the heavy doors slowly swung shut in the wake of his departure Giseanne gave an apologetic cough.  “My husband is much vexed, my Lords and Ladies.  Please do not be unduly alarmed by his outburst.”
 
   “Anger and grief are natural bedfellows in such times as this, my Lady Regent,” Sorenson oozed unctuous reassurance.
 
   “There are matters we should discuss,” Niarmit said.  “Painful as these last hours have been, they have also been lost hours for the business of government.  There are orders to be given regarding the garrison in Salicia and the underemployed troops in Oostslave as well as arrangements to co-ordinate our efforts with those of Regent Isobel in Nordsalve.”
 
   “My Lady Niarmit,” Sorenson’s curate interrupted.  “Is that quite seemly? The Lady Kychelle’s poor body is scarce cold. Is there to be no period of mourning for her?”
 
   Niarmit fixed the curate with a gaze of icy contempt before turning to Giseanne.  “My Lady Regent, if Deaconess Rhodra has concluded her business with us, may I suggest the other advisers and attendants should now withdraw and leave matters of state to the delegates in chief.”
 
   Hepdida saw the flush of angry red show above the pale curate’s collar at Niarmit’s rebuke.
 
   “Indeed,” Giseanne concurred.  “We should resume our business.  Father Merlow you may leave.”
 
   “I take it the Lady Niarmit’s hangers on will also be on their way?” The curate’s voice was heavy with affronted dignity.
 
   “Gladly,” Hepdida retorted. 
 
   “Father Merlow!” Sorenson bid his aide silent. Although the curate was clearly brooding on his exclusion from the inner circle, the rest of the supernumeraries left with lighter hearts.  Tybert’s whore barely bothered to stifle a yawn, while Sir Vahnce began to whistle softly.
 
   As they followed the corridors back to their quarters Kaylan and Hepdida drew far enough ahead of Thom for a brief whispered exchange.
 
   “I hate to find myself in the same camp as Rugan,” Kaylan muttered. “But in this matter? An outside assassin?”  He shook his head emphatically.  “Rugan is right, the Goddess is an ass!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The cold grey fingers of dawn brought hope to those who had survived the night.  The silver line across the widening pass had held, but it was thinner now, in places barely two ranks deep. Men swayed with exhaustion behind a barricade of fallen bodies, struggling to raise shields heavy with orcish arrows and axeheads.  
 
   Abroath could barely stand for the fatigue which overwhelmed him.  While spared the ordeal of standing in the shield wall, spear raised against the leaping baying orcs, the Prior had nonetheless been kept busy tending to the wounded and channelling the grace of the Goddess to deliver as many as possible back into action before the line could break.  
 
   As he looked across the brightening battlefield he saw those for whom his skill would never have been enough, statues of men in combat poses clustered in toppled piles at half a dozen points along the line.  Six times the abomination had come at them in person, and beside the petrified warriors, there had been three or four times as many who had fallen victim to the fangs of her serpents or the swiftness of her blade.  
 
   Each time Tordil, and Elyas had flung themselves at the incipient breach, along with Sir Ambrose’s meagre reserve.   The soldiers had charged, eyes down, sheltering behind their shields watching only the Medusa’s dancing feet and thrusting their spears forward as and when the elves directed them.  A porcupine of points, seeking to corral and constrain the enemy’s fearsome commander, while the elves flung sword and spell at the whirling Medusa.
 
   Nonetheless, the line had only just held against this monstrous pressure and had the snake lady enjoyed a fraction more support from her own side then Abroath was sure they would have been overwhelmed.  However, the orcs seemed scarcely more comfortable around the spitting hissing abomination than the soldiers of Medyrsalve and for that Abroath muttered a prayer of thanks to the Goddess.
 
   In the dim morning light he could see now how the orcs had suffered too.  Their line hung back, the creatures’ mouths wide and slavering, their shoulders hunched.  Charging uphill over slippery ground to attack a disciplined foe had drained their energy and their resolve.  The wailing horns which had summoned them to each assault had sounded less frequently and, to Abroath’s ear, more quietly as the long night wore on.  With dawn breaking over the hills behind them, it had now been over an hour since the last wave crashed against the ramparts of the silver shields.  The green hued bodies between the lines and the battered armour and dripping wounds of the survivors bore testament to the ferocity of the night time battle which had brought both sides to an unsteady standstill.
 
   A heavy hand fell on Abroath’s shoulder almost knocking him down.  “By the Goddess, Prior, your prayers are answered.  We have light to make our escape.”
 
   Abroath turned to look up at the towering knight, scarcely less tall off his mighty horse than he was on it.  “They will still chase us, Sir Ambrose and they are still faster than us.”
 
   “Aye, but in retreat we are covering our own ground, not our enemy’s,” he gave an airy wave up the hill.  “See, our next line is all prepared.”  A row of cruelly angled stakes were the dominant feature in a defensive position some hundred yards back, which had taken a good fraction of their men all night to fashion.  “We fall back to that position in good order.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “We hold them there while another bulwark is fashioned further up the hill.”
 
   “So we leapfrog our way back up the hill?”
 
   Ambrose gave a beaming smile that his lesson had been so well understood.  “Precisely, Prior. With the narrowing of the pass each new position makes our line shorter, our ranks thicker, our position stronger.  By Nightfall we will have regained our rightful position at the crest of the pass.”
 
   “Back where we started from?” Abroath stared across at the bodies littering the ground between the two armies.  “There’s many a man will never make it back, it is a pity that we left it in the first place.”
 
   “The orcish devils have suffered losses too, Prior,” the Knight nodded towards the weary enemy lines.
 
   Abroath’s rejoinder, to the effect that the orcs could afford the expense better, was stifled by movement in the ranks of the foe.  A gap opened up in the centre of their line and through it stepped a tall woman, a shining broadsword in her hand, a shield on her arm.   There was a twang as an arrow was loosed towards her, but it was intercepted by her lazily raised shield.  Unperturbed by risk of any further missiles, she strode towards the silver line, stopping when halfway between the two exhausted armies.  Her blue cloak was ripped in many places, but the rents only revealed the glint of burnished chainmail beneath as the rising Sun made its appearance.
 
   No man dared look at her.  They heard the hiss as the snakes on her head stretched exultant in the warming kiss of daybreak, but too many comrades lay toppled in stone for them to risk discovering if her eyes were covered or not.
 
   “Well,” she cried.  “This is a pretty pass, when the boys of Medyrsalve dare not look at a woman.”
 
   “You’re not a woman,” a voice called back from Abroath’s left.  It was Elyas on horseback behind the silver line.  “You’re an abomination!”
 
   “Ah,” she shouted back.  “I see one of the pretty boys, where’s your friend, the one I saw you lurking with behind good Medyrsalve shields?”
 
   “The Goddess rot you, snake lady.” Elyas shouted back.  “I know you and all your history.”
 
   “Then you know my name is Dema and I will be the death of you.”
 
   “I’m not scared of your gaze.”
 
   “Of course not, silly elf. I can’t stone you. Mind I can still gut you.” She gave an experimental swish of her blade scattering sunlight in the averted eyes of the silver soldiers.  “Won’t you come out here and play.  The boys have fought so long and must be tired, won’t you give them the entertainment of a little sword play, with an evisceration for an encore.  I know my orcs would like to see us dance.”  She shuffled her feet nimbly, swinging sword and shield in a mime of battle, and barely breaking her rhythm to catch another arrow on her shield when an archer must have thought her distracted.  If the orcs were amused, they did not show it.  
 
   “Come now,” she called.  “Are you going to shelter behind these boys for ever, brave elf?  I’m ready.”
 
   Elyas spurred his horse a stride forwards but another figure stepped back from the line and caught the animal’s bridle, holding it firm even as Elyas tried to charge forward.
 
   “Oh!” the Medusa exclaimed.  “There’s your friend. I’ll take you both on, if you think you’re elf-enough for me.  Come on.”
 
   Abroath could not hear what Tordil was saying, though the words did little to calm his lieutenant’s mood; Elyas still wrestled to free the horse from his Captain’s command.
 
   “Don’t fight over me boys,” Dema shouted.  “Fight with me.  Here, now.” She pointed with her sword at a spot infront of her.
 
    “Now!” Tordil shouted. 
 
   Ambrose raised and lowered his mailed arm and a wind of arrows arched through the air towards the Medusa and her orcs.   She got her shield above her and most of the orcs got some cover, a few caught arrows in the shoulders or face, but then the tide of men swept past Abroath as the silver line scurried uphill.
 
   There was a roar from the orcs and an even greater scream from the Medusa as they saw their enemy fleeing.  Fast though the orcs could move, the men had the head start and another volley of arrows from the archers kept the orcish pursuit honest, honest and slow.  A horse buffeted Abroath’s side and then he was swept up and athwart the saddle as Elyas trotted back to the prepared second position.  
 
   The men were puffing with effort as they slipped and slid between the gaps in the stakes, but they still had time to catch their breath and steady their spears ready for the orcish pursuit.
 
   Dema was in the lead, her shield a pincushion of arrows.  The orcish charge lost its venom when they saw how well set and ready the foe were in their shorter stronger line.  As each creature slowed in a bid to avoid being the first flung on the spears of Medyrsalve, the attack ground to a halt well short of the tired but grinning silver soldiers.
 
   Dema, some yards infront of her troops spun and shrieked at them in a foul language that Abroath could not understand.  She turned and with languid ease deflected another two arrows, one with her sword as she thundered back to the orcs, the nearest ones bowing and cringing at her approach.  The Prior slipped off Elyas’s horse with a murmur of thanks for his assistance, before asking, “what is she saying, Lieutenant?”
 
   “She is swearing at them in orcish,” he said with a smile.   “Calling them cowards, calling them worse than men.”  He was laughing but then a particular stream of invective brought forth grunts of dismay and dissatisfaction from the orcs and a dark blush to the elf’s cheeks.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I really couldn’t say, Prior, not to a man of the cloth.”   
 
   “The trouble with warfare is that your best and your bravest are the ones on the front line, the ones that fall first.” Tordil joined them.  “We withstood the best they had to throw at us last night, they are spent for now.”
 
   “Indeed,” Elyas added.  “I fancy they will quickly tire of chasing us up hill, we’ll be able to walk back the last half mile.”
 
   Tordil sighed and shook his head.  “We’ll make it back, Elyas yes, but what a fool I was to charge after them.  I could have lost everything in a single night.”
 
   “But you didn’t Captain, you didn’t,” Abroath told him.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kaylan tossed the knife left to right, right to left, his eyes fixed on the Princess.  Hepdida, mesmerised by his quick hands and flying blade could barely follow the weapon’s path as she made hesitant thrusts of her dagger towards him.
 
   “Harder, my Princess,” the thief said.  “Like you mean it.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you Kaylan,” she said nervous of the weight and sharpness of the weapon in her hand.
 
   “You won’t, my Princess.  Try your hardest.  You won’t.”
 
   Anger bubbled up in her, at the smiling taunt of the man who had inducted her into a nightmare of deceit.  Made bold by rage she stabbed forward with an intent which alarmed her spectating conscience.  She meant to draw blood and any wound would be his fault not hers.
 
   He caught her wrist with ease, bending her arm back with one hand, even as his own knife hand slipped past her other arm to complete a manoeuvre that had both his blade and her own poised so close to her throat she dare not breathe for fear of pricking her skin.  He held the position a moment, smiling with pleasure at his skill before releasing her and stepping back.
 
   “You improve my Princess, but you should watch my knife and where it is going.  You should know your own blade’s position without needing to follow it with your eyes.”
 
   “How many people have you killed, Kaylan?” she asked.
 
   “My Princess, you do not need to know that.  You do not want to ask that.”
 
   “I do, Kaylan.  How many?”
 
   He shrugged, “I forget.”
 
   “That many?” Her tongue flicked across her lips, before she asked.  “Any women?”
 
   He quailed at the question. “No!”
 
   “Children?”
 
   “Never, what kind of monster do you take me for, my Princess?” He wore a mask of shock that she should even ask the question. “My Princess?” his eyes were hooded with reproach, like the puppy which her mother had let her keep for just a day.
 
   She sat down on the garden bench seat, picking at a knot hole with her blade.  He sat beside her.  “You do know it wasn’t me that killed the elf?” What began as a confident assertion shrunk to a hesitant question. 
 
   Hepdida only shrugged.  “You say the Deaconess was duped, that Rugan’s right, no outside assassin could have crept in.  So who did do it and why didn’t Rhodra find them?”
 
   He glanced up at the window of his own room.  “I had been thinking on that, my Princess.  Whoever did it took my sword, they meant to cast the blame on me, and through me on my Lady Niarmit.”
 
   “They left your sword in Kychelle, a clumsy attempt to link you to the murder?”  Hepdida watched for the thief’s answer, his eyes were fixed on the balcony. 
 
   “It wasn’t subtle no, my Princess.  As you say a clumsy subterfuge. Yet still, they dulled my senses enough to steal my sword.  My senses and the baby’s and the nurse’s, they woke not either.”
 
   The thief’s words were so plausible, just like the times he’d lied to cover the reason for their meeting.  
 
   “The target was not the baby Andros, I’m sure of that. If it was he would have been dead. They had ample opportunity.  It was Kychelle they meant to kill.”  Kaylan mused aloud.  
 
   “Who would want Kychelle dead?” Kaylan’s sharp look of surprise forced Hepdida to elaborate.  “I mean I know she was a horrible mean spirited woman, but who would gain by her death?”
 
   “Remember my Princess, there were two crimes here.  There were the murders themselves and there was the attempt to implicate me and, by association, the Lady Niarmit in the crime.  Two crimes, two motives.”
 
   “And, like Rugan, you think it is someone from within?”
 
   “The party from Nordsalve had much to lose by Kychelle’s refusal to admit passage of the Silverwood or provide soldiers.  Her stubbornness left them isolated.”
 
   “But Kychelle had changed her mind about that.”
 
   “Aye,” Kaylan accepted.  “But Bishop Sorenson never got to hear that change of heart.  As far as he knew, her death would remove the obstacle between Nordsalve and the re-enforcements they might need.”
 
   “A Bishop would never be a murderer.”
 
   “Maybe, maybe not, but what about a curate, my Princess, or a manservant?  Who knows what orders his reverence might have given.”
 
   “And using your sword?”
 
   “To throw the blame elsewhere, nothing more.” Kaylan sucked in a breath. “But then what of the brothers Leniot and Tybert, they might hope to curry favour with Rugan by discrediting the Lady Niarmit.”
 
   “It is an odd way to do it, by killing his grandmother.”   Hepdida’s thoughts were filled with the Prince’s dark expression and furious response to the Deaconess’s findings.  “He must have been fond of her in some way. He was very angry about it at the council.”
 
   “Yes,” Kaylan nodded, stroking his chin.  “Very angry when the murderer was not unmasked by the Deaconess.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We could do nothing, my Princess.” Kaylan stared across the winter garden.  “As Sorenson said, we are all exonerated and we should just get on our business.”
 
   “But you won’t do that will you, Kaylan.”
 
   He shook his head emphatically.  “A murderer walks these halls.  A murderer who stole my sword to implicate me and who knows that part of his plan has gone awry. It would be neither safe, nor wise to do nothing.”
 
   “What will you do then?”
 
   “You may be right about the Lords of Oostsalve.  While I do not think they are blessed with much wisdom,  to murder their host’s beloved grandmama would stretch even their stupidity to new depths.” He shook his head at the thought and then gave a slow satisfied nod of resolution.  “I will see what I can find out about the Bishop’s man Fenwell and also that thin faced curate.  The one is too silent, the other too proud.”
 
   “And what do I do while you are finding out?”
 
   “You, my Princess?” He looked at her in surprise.  “Nothing.  This is a murderer we are talking about, may be even more than one.  They are my kind, not yours, so let me hunt them down.”
 
   “They will be alert to you Kaylan.  It is you they tried to frame,” she reminded him.
 
   “But still, my Princess, this is my kind of work.  Now, let’s resume our lesson.”
 
   Hepdida picked up the knife again with doubt tugging at her mind.  Kaylan’s theories had a seductive plausibility, but then Kaylan’s words always had the ring of truth no matter how true or false they were.  Fenwell, the Bishop’s dumb manservant, made an unlikely murderer.  Yet leaving any pursuit of the matter to Kaylan alone?  She did not like the passive part he had cast for her and she drove that frustration into her first lunge.
 
   It drew a dodge from Kaylan, an easy sidestep, but still he had to make it.  He gave her a nod of encouragement.  “Better, my Princess.”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
    “I do not need an escort to bring my news, bed slave,” Willem growled at Kimbolt as the two guided their mounts around the great boulders at the opening to the Gap of Tandar.
 
   “Nor do I, but she bid us both come when the task was done,” Kimbolt snapped back. 
 
   “Maybe she means me to stop the orcs from taking a bite out of your lily smooth hide.”
 
   “Maybe she means me to help you with the numbers when you run out of fingers to count on.”  
 
   The big outlander lunged across in anger.  Kimbolt tugged in his reigns to jink his horse left and Willem was left grasping at air and struggling not to topple out of his saddle.  “I should gut you now, bed slave.”
 
   “You’re welcome to try.” Kimbolt’s tone was light, but his heart was racing.  His fingers tightened on the hilt of the sword Dema had given him.
 
   Willem settled back in his saddle, the threat forgotten, though more like from fear of Dema’s reaction than of Kimbolt’s.  The outlander spat and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.  “You may not remember what you were bed slave, or realise what you have become.” The outlander glared at him with loathing.  “But I do.  You better pray the lady never falls, for if she does, I’ll make sure you follow her into hell, piece by bloody piece.”
 
   “That day will never come,” Kimbolt shot back with a confidence he did not feel.  He had fretted on Dema’s deployment, selecting for herself the path of greatest risk.  The desire which drove him now was less a matter of conveying their detachment’s complete success, and more about reassuring himself of Dema’s survival.
 
   “Those days always come, bed slave.  To all of us.”
 
    A whiff of orc on a gust of wind had them both spur their horses up the muddy pass.  The spears of Dema’s command caught the sun as a column of orcs came into view trudging down the Eastway.  “Where is the lady?” Willem asked in a voice which, for all his bold words, was tinged with alarm.  
 
   “There!” Kimbolt pointed with relief to the back of the column where the tall figure of Dema strode in splendid isolation, her hair writhing and seething.  
 
   Outlander and bed slave galloped towards her.  She looked up at their approach when they were still many yards off and brought her hands quickly to her face.  With a blood chilling shiver Kimbolt realised she had been unmasked until then.
 
    Willem seized the first word.  “Lady Dema,” he said in some surprise.  “Why do you walk at the rear of your soldiers?”
 
   She laughed.  “These are not soldiers to be led, Willem, they are cattle to be driven and I have told them as much.”  She said something then in orcish loud enough for the rear ranks to hear and, while they stiffened, they did not turn to look at her. “We could have broken their lines if these turd eaters had more courage.  You might have found us then at the top of the pass feasting on the bones of Rugan’s guards.”
 
   “Lady Dema.”  Willem looked at her in puzzlement. “This was the diversion, surely, not the main attack?”
 
   She scowled back.  “I know well what plans were laid, Willem.  Yes this was the diversion, but it was also an opportunity and one which these gutless spawns of shit have squandered.”  Neither Kimbolt nor Willem dared intrude on her fury, so the horsemen walked in silence beside the Medusa at the rear of the resentful orcs.  When at last, Dema spoke, it was a rebuke. “Well you pair of mutes, I swear you did not ride all this way to ask me what the plan was again.  How went it with the dandified necromancer?”
 
   “Success attended us, Mistress.” Kimbolt blurted out good news.  “We pinned down the pickets with our archers, while Galen’s necromancers drove full five thousand ravenous zombies up the channel of the Forburn.  By the time Ambrose realises what has happened it will be too late, the undead will be far into Rugan’s lands, feasting on his people.”
 
   At last Dema smiled and Willem scowled that he had not been the one to please her.  She clapped Kimbolt on the leg and said, “it seems that news cheers you quite as much as it cheers me, Kimbolt.”
 
   “It cheers me that a well laid plan should bear fruit so fully.  Those zombies will be harbingers of despair and distraction to Rugan’s people.”
 
   “Aye, and come the spring, Lady Dema, we will hurry up the pass with more pain for the half-breed’s people.” Willem chipped in with his own happy offering.
 
   The Medusa’s smile was tinged with a little sadness.  “I hope, Willem, I have done enough to make safe my place at the head of the invasion, if I can bear to wait that long.”
 
   “The Master would never take this command from you,” Kimbolt assured her.
 
   She looked up at him and he tried to hold her sparkling gaze despite the nausea that gripped his stomach.  She saw the strain in his face and looked away with another friendly pat on his thigh.  “Come Kimbolt, walk with me.  Willem, ride on and tell Odestus to break out the best wine and fresh meat.  These orcs have fought hard and well, they deserve a reward.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Good day, Lady Maia.  It is a cold morning isn’t it?”
 
   Tybert’s companion looked up sharply at Hepdida’s greeting her expression as cold as the frosty air.  The Princess pulled her own cloak firmly around her shoulders.  It had been just an impulse, seeing the Oostlander woman sitting alone by the fountain in the courtyard, a sudden inclination to vary the fear seasoned boredom of these past days with a little inquiry of her own.  Hepdida had seen little of Niarmit and Kaylan, each pre-occupied with business they would not share.  The Princess’s solitary strolls around the palace had brought little of interest until this opportunity to speak with the Lady from Oostsalve.
 
   “That’s a lovely stole, you have,” Hepdida gushed.  “Is it mink?”
 
   “We haven’t been introduced,” Maia said, flicking her fan open despite the freezing weather.
 
   “Oh,” Hepdida frowned and then offered her hand.  “Hello, I’m Hepdida.”
 
   Maia looked askance at the extended hand.  Hepdida wondered what horrors the lady must see lurking beneath her fingernails. “You are not used to the ways of court are you, child?” 
 
   “I’m fifteen.” 
 
   Maia looked over her fan at Hepdida’s defiance until the Princess dropped her hand unshaken to her side.  The lady gave a sudden smile and a sweeping gesture to the seat beside her.  “Come, child, you may sit with me a while.  You are a curious creature aren’t you?”
 
     “I like to find things out, yes,” Hepdida agreed, her gown providing little insulation from the cold stone.
 
   “That’s not how I ….” Maia stopped herself.  “Lord Tybert tells me you have had an interesting and varied life in those fifteen years.”
 
   Hepdida shrugged.  “I was just a servant girl.”
 
   “But in a great fortress with all those soldiers, I am sure you have a tale or two to tell.”
 
   “You don’t see much when working in the castle kitchens.”
 
   “And to be a prisoner of orcs! That must have been an adventure!  I’ve never seen an orc.”
 
   “My mother saw her first orc in Sturmcairn.   She was dead less than a minute later,” Hepdida said slowly, discomforted by the eagerness in Maia’s tone and the faster beat of her fan.
 
   “Quite so, I’m sorry for your loss.” The condolence came out flat, her fan slowed.  “Still, now the Lady Niarmit claims you for a Princess and you certainly begin to dress like one.”
 
   “Have you known many princesses?”
 
   “The parties of Oostsalve are full of fine ladies, as fine as any princess this side of the Eastern Lands.”  She gazed towards the fountain, seeing a memory, and said with sudden candour. “I miss the parties.”
 
   “Were you sorry then, when Lord Tybert was sent here?”
 
   “I am my Lord’s spiritual adviser,” she said daring Hepdida with a glare to so much as blink at the title.  “I go where he goes.  But I miss our friends.”
 
   She gazed around the cloistered courtyard and then, encompassing the whole palace with a broad sweep of her fan, declared, “Even beauty such as this can become dull without companionship.”
 
   “Why did Tybert have to come here? Surely Lord Leniot would have been delegate enough for their father’s cause?”
 
   “Prince Rugan was most insistent, I understand.  If the father could not come, then nothing less than both sons would suffice.”
 
   Maia stood up and offered her hand for Hepdida to kiss.  The Princess touched her lips to the Lady’s cool skin and fresh perfume.  “I am glad we are friends, Miss Hepdida.  You must come to my chamber this evening.  I may have a gown you could borrow, I think I have seen you wear that dress before.”
 
   “You are too kind, Lady Maia,” Hepdida ground out.
 
   “Nonsense, in exchange I would simply hear more of your exciting life. I’m sure my Lord Tybert would too.  We may miss our friends, but are always interested in making new ones.”  
 
   Hepdida watched her walk away with such smooth elegance that she seemed to glide across the stone path.
 
   “What did she want, my Princess?”
 
   Hepdida gave a yelp of alarm at the sudden enquiry at her shoulder.  “Kaylan!” she exclaimed at the thief who had slid unnoticed into the seat vacated by the lady of Oostsalve.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “She wants to lend me a dress,” Hepdida snapped.  “Where have you been?”
 
   “Father Merlow will have a thick head this morning, you’d think he’d have a better stomach for drink after all that Goddess day mead.”
 
   “And what of your head, Kaylan?”
 
   “Thom is not the only one with a gift for illusion my Princess.  I drink less than it appears.”
 
   “So what did you find out?”
 
   “The young priest thinks very highly of himself and rather lowly of everyone else.”
 
   “I could have told you that.”
 
   “Including his disdain for his master, the Bishop?”  Kaylan said.  “Father Merlow believes the Bishop is insufficiently guided by the Goddess and more moved by his admiration for the Lady Isobel, Regent and mother of the boy prince.   A woman that Berlow says his master would do anything for.”
 
   “Sure, every underling thinks his master is a fool. Try living among the servants, Kaylan.”
 
   “Yes, and what of the manservant Fenwell,” Kaylan lowered his head to share the precious information.  “Merlow tells me, he was a gift to the Bishop. He had previously been in the Lady Isobel’s service, in her family’s service since before she married.  But he joined the Bishop’s retinue late, almost as they were leaving on this embassy.”
 
   “What of it?”
 
   “Things that change, my Princess, things that change.”  Kaylan waved a finger at her.  “That is where we prise open the truth.  When people do things they had not done before, or when the stories they tell change from one moment to the next.”
 
   “So what does Fenwell say?”
 
   Kaylan shrugged.  “I don’t know yet, he is a difficult man to locate, always either busy or unseen or both.  But I will have him and the truth will out, all his history and any instruction he may have been given by Sorenson.”
 
    Hepdida looked at her hands.  Would it really be that simple, a bishop driven by infatuation to a heinous crime?  But then again it wouldn’t be the first time.  Her own birth was proof of that.  The thought brought a short laugh to her lips which drew a frown from Kaylan.
 
   “You are amused, my Princess?”
 
   “No, Kaylan, it was nothing.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Hello, my dear.” The Lady Maia approached her hands outstretched to grasp Hepdida’s.  The Princess’s reservations melted at the warm greeting as she was drawn into the sitting room of the  Oostsalve delegation.  It was a mirror image of her own quarters, with doors to private chambers off to each side and a balcony with an aspect over the western gardens.  A folding screen was set in a corner and over its decorated sides hung the skirts of a handful of fabulous dresses.
 
   “Is Lord Tybert joining us?”
 
   “He is resting,” Maia said.  “He likes to take a short nap in the early evening, he says the night is no time for sleeping and I agree don’t you.  When else could one party?  Fear not, he will rise shortly.  He was delighted when I said you would visit us, there is much he would ask of you.”
 
   Maia leaned back, her hands clasped infront of her, her gaze sliding up and down Hepdida.  “Yes, that dress is just not quite you and this must be what, the third time you’ve worn it? No? Not the fourth?”
 
   Hepdida felt small, the gifts of the Lady Giseanne suddenly seemed ungenerous and she could not help but notice how the lady Maia had changed her own attire since they had spoken that morning.  “No, come while Tybert sleeps away, let us try these on, I think the cerise first.”
 
   Maia seized the garment in question and waved Hepdida behind the screen.  The Princess hesitated, her modesty not entirely reassured by a mere three fold sheet of stretched canvas between her and a woman she spoken to for only the first time that day.
 
   The lady misunderstood her reluctance.  “Oh, would you like some help to dress, Miss Hepdida?  I had just thought, with your upbringing as a servant, you might be used to putting on gowns yourself.”
 
   “No I can manage, thank you,” Hepdida hurried past her.
 
   In truth she struggled with the garment, its hooks and eyes were of a design new to her which, with its clinging fit, made it difficult to squeeze into.  She was particularly anxious not to rip the fabric and over all this careful silent exertion, Maia kept up a constant chatter about this party or that friend and how utterly modern they were, as though to be at the crest of all fashions was the only virtue of consequence.  
 
   At last the deed was done and she stepped from the screen to bask in Maia’s pleasure at the creation she had wrought. “Oh yes, Miss Hepdida, that is most certainly it.”  
 
   “You think so?” Hepdida turned obediently to display the effect from all angles.  It covered less than the other dresses she had borrowed and despite her tugging, it still showed the ends of some scars which Grundurg had left beyond her face.  “I would like it to cover those marks though,” she looked at one long white line that snaked down from her shoulder.  “A shawl perhaps?”
 
   Maia shook her head in dismay.  “A shawl with this gown, you are fifteen not fifty, Miss Hepdida.” She came close to inspect the mark, holding first Hepdida’s arm and then turning her head to look at the marks that were on her cheek.  Hepdida shivered and stepped back as Maia ran a finger along the wounded skin.
 
   “I have creams and salves that could colour those, Miss Hepdida and maybe give a little darkening of the wisdom of age to your fine pale skin.  But do not be embarrassed by your scars.  Lord Tybert says such things give a person character.”  She laughed a little too squeakily.  “You must have plenty of character.”
 
   The door opened behind them and Hepdida saw a look of alarm cross Maia’s face. She turned round to see Sir Vahnce garbed as ever in black, striding into the room.  For an instant she saw the man’s face before he froze his expression into inscrutability.  He had not looked happy.
 
   “Sir Vahnce,” Maia stammered.  “I was not expecting you back so soon.”
 
   “Evidently.  My business was concluded earlier than I expected.  What is the girl doing here?”
 
   “And Lord Leniot?”
 
   “Gone in search of a card table and a carafe of wine.” Denied an answer by the lady, Vahnce directed his question at Hepdida.  “What are you doing here, girl?”
 
   Hepdida shrunk before the intensity of his question.  “I am trying on dresses,” she gulped.  “The Lady Maia offered.”
 
   The knight’s quick eyes took in the screen, and the close fitting borrowed gown.  He scanned Hepdida up and down and then called out, “Tybert!”
 
   Leniot’s brother burst immediately through the door beside the screen.  The bearded lord was fully clothed and alert, but ill at ease with his brother’s companion.  “Sir Vahnce, how may I be of service?” he fawned, looking across for support to the Lady Maia.
 
   Vahnce surveyed the three of them in silence before telling Hepdida, “you have to go now.”
 
   “I can’t, this isn’t my dress,” she said. 
 
   “Keep it,” Vahnce said.  “Maia has enough dresses, keep it, burn it, do what you like with it but just go.”
 
   For emphasis he grabbed her arm with a force that whitened the scar Grundurg had left.  She struggled instinctively at the constraint, but he bundled her through the door and out into the cloistered corridor.  
 
   “Let me go,” she insisted, but he did not.
 
   Instead he pulled the door shut behind them and hissed in her ear.  “What do you think you’re doing you little fool?  Getting involved in matters which don’t concern you.”
 
   “I was borrowing a dress.”
 
   “You could get hurt, little girl, really hurt.”
 
   “I’ve been hurt before.”
 
   “Aye, and you’d think that might have taught you something.  Like staying away from trouble, by the Goddess. If you turn up here again I will not answer for your safety.”
 
   “Let me go,” she wriggled free from him at last but only to fall to the stone floor a nose breadth away from the toes of a pair of riding boots.
 
   “What is this, Sir Vahnce?” the boots’ wearer demanded in a familiar lilting voice.  “What business have you with the Princess?”
 
   “Nothing, Seneschal.  Miss Hepdida was just borrowing a dress from the Lady Maia.”
 
   Hepdida was grateful as Quintala caught her arm and lifted the girl gently to her feet.    “Are you quite well, Princess?” the half-elf asked. 
 
   “I.. I think so.”
 
   “I’ll thank you, Sir Vahnce, to speak of the Princess Hepdida with all due respect, and to handle her not at all.”
 
   “I meant no offence, Seneschal.  The lady…”
 
   “Princess!” Quintala quickly corrected.
 
   Vahnce swallowed.  “She is young, and the young are curious beyond wisdom.   Let her keep to her own quarters and the nursery, it better fits her station.”
 
   “Her, station, Sir Vahnce, is third in line to the Vanquisher’s throne,” Quintala reminded him.  “She is no child and about this place she can come and go as she pleases. There will be a day when you bend the knee to her, Sir Vahnce.”
 
   “Seneschal,” Vahnce bowed low and went back through the doorway.  As the heavy oaken door closed behind him a babble of voices blurred its way through the timber.
 
   “What was that all about, Princess?”  Quintala asked.
 
   Hepdida shrugged, “I was borrowing a dress.”
 
   At last the half-elf took in the borrowed garment.  She gave it an appraising glance.  “I don’t think your cousin will approve, Princess.  Best get back and changed before she sees it.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit caught the flash of pink as Hepdida ducked into the room. “What’s that?” she said with all good intent.  “Another gown?”
 
   “Er.. yes.  I’m just going to change it.”
 
   “Oh, do let me see it first.”
 
   Hepdida approached without enthusiasm, arms folded across her chest.  As she drew near, Niarmit’s smile faded.  “Have you left some of it behind?” the Queen could not help herself.  
 
   At the sharp enquiry Hepdida dropped her arms to her side, revealing how much the dress revealed.  “The lady said I looked very fine in it.”  
 
   “I cannot imagine Giseanne or any of her people in such a garment.”
 
   “I meant the Lady Maia.”
 
   Niarmit’s frown deepened, “What were you doing with Tybert’s whore?”
 
   “Nothing,” Hepdida’s chin jutted forward with her defiance.  “She just offered to loan me a dress.  The lady wanted friends.  She misses the parties she used to go to.”
 
   “That woman is no lady and her parties are no place for a Princess.  You’re not to go near her again, you don’t need her as a friend.”  Niarmit spoke sternly, her tone undimmed by the tremble in Hepdida’s lip.
 
   “How does the Goddess put up with you, Niarmit?” Hepdida exploded.  “How can she stand that you must always be so right?”
 
   The Queen rose quickly in unanticipated anger.  All this, when she had only meant to compliment her cousin on her appearance. Now there they were, the dark haired girl glaring at her with hatred in her eyes and Niarmit, Queen of all the Salved, lone bulwark against the Dark Lord pressed with a dozen urgent considerations of state in the midst of an argument about a dress.
 
   “Go to your room, Hepdida.  Until you can keep a civil tongue in your head.”  Niarmit yanked open the door to her cousin’s room and seized the key from the lock inside.
 
   “Oh,” Hepdida said.  “So you’re going to lock me in are you?  Couldn’t you find a cupboard?”
 
   Niarmit stopped her hand mid-flight, still inches from Hepdida’s cheek but not before the girl had flinched into a cower, hands up to protect her face.  When the blow didn’t fall, Hepdida looked up at her cousin through splayed fingers.  
 
   “Your Majesty,” it was Quintala at the door at first urgent, then puzzled as she took in the scene.  “Your Majesty?”
 
   “What is it, Seneschal?” Niarmit said, without looking round.
 
   “The Steward of the Silverwood has arrived.”
 
   Niarmit swung away from her cousin, the smaller girl trembling with anger or fear.  At the entrance to their chambers she looked back at Hepdida who had slid down the wall to sit in pale shock on the floor.  “We will speak when I get back, Hepdida.  There will be no more …. no more of this.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   At the Prince’s command, the body of Rugan’s grandmother had been laid out in state in the palace chapel.  This was where Niarmit found him and the newly arrived Steward of the Silverwood, both facing the bier on which Kychelle had been laid.
 
   The Steward, still clad in mail and helm, cloak splattered with the mud of the road, had clearly hastened to the chapel on first hearing the news.  Niarmit bit back her curiosity.  For centuries Kychelle had been the mouthpiece of the elves of the Silverwood,  the only elf the outside world saw, while the rest stayed hidden in their secretive world, protected by the enduring wards of Andril and governed in Kychelle’s name by the Steward.  Matteus had told of tales that the Silver elves walked at times unseen through the lands of the Salved, their wonderings veiled in magic.  But, until this day, no one amongst the Salved had set eyes on a silver elf besides Kychelle. 
 
   At Niarmit’s shoulder, Quintala coughed an announcement of their arrival.  As Prince and Steward turned, Niarmit bowed respectfully.  “My deep condolences for the Silverwood’s loss,” she told the Steward’s boots.  “The Lady Kychelle will be remembered for her principles and her love of her people.”
 
   “For two thousand years those principles stood her and her people in good stead, Lady Niarmit.”
 
   Niarmit shot upright at the soft female voice.  The Steward had removed her helm and shaken free a tumble of long blond hair, falling in elegant tresses either side of her finely tipped elven ears.  Her skin was as dark as an Undersalve fisherman’s at the end of a long hot southern summer.  Her eyes were a startling blue set in the midst of an oval face of perfect symmetry.
 
   “Lady Niarmit,” Rugan observed the formalities.  “May I present my mother’s cousin and Steward of the Silverwood, the Lady Marvenna.”  
 
   “The Lady Kychelle was my aunt,” Marvenna added by way of clarification.  “We were each other’s only blood kin left in the Petred Isle.”
 
   “Saving my brother and me.”
 
   The Steward frowned, though the gesture did little to dim the lustre of her appearance. Niarmit, one hand at her back, tried to wave Quintala into silence.  This was not the time to argue the status of the half-elven.
 
   “I had not thought to lose her companionship in such circumstances.” Marvenna looked down at Kychelle, running her fine finger across the elf lady’s face and along her lips.  “We will not see her like again.”
 
   “It was a dreadful crime,” Niarmit agreed.
 
   “So Rugan tells me, and is the murderer found?”
 
   Rugan grunted some displeasure, while Niarmit blushed at the memory of the imponderable behaviours of Kaylan and her cousin.  It was left to Quintala to answer the Steward.  “We have not found them yet, but it appears an outside assassin struck the blow.  We have priests questioning everyone within a league of the Palace.  Someone will have seen something and the Goddess will help uncover the truth.”
 
   Marvenna nodded slowly.  “We will wait for that truth.”
 
   “Where will you wait?” Niarmit asked, her mind a whirl of logistics.  Quartering the elven host at Rugan’s palace would mean food and fodder. She had half answered her own questions before the Steward replied.
 
   “In the Silverwood.  We will wait there.”
 
   “You have brought the three thousand spears, have you not?” Quintala asked.  “It was the lady’s last command to you.”
 
   “They wait outside the gates of the palace.  They will make a fitting escort as we bear Kychelle home.”     
 
   “But,” Niarmit began helplessly.  “We need those spears. Kychelle had been persuaded of that need.”
 
   “Lady Niarmit, Kychelle lived two thousand years by Lord Andril’s dictums,” Marvenna reflected. “Yet the day she abandoned that stance, she died and her murderer nowhere to be found.”
 
   “Does not her death prove the danger we face?”
 
   “Who knows, Lady Niarmit? Without the murderer before us who is to say whether it was the hand of fate, or the danger you fear which struck my Lady down.”
 
   “It was her last command to you, to her people.” Niarmit could have wept with frustration.
 
   “And now I command her people, Lady Niarmit.  Kychelle is the first elf of the Silverwood in a thousand years to be denied passage to the blessed land through death in this realm.  I do intend for there to be any others.”  She sighed, even sorrow could not stain her beauty.  “I came in obedience to Kychelle’s call, I will bear her body home under my own authority.”
 
   Niarmit looked to Rugan for support, but the Prince avoided her gaze, his jaw set and his countenance forbidding.  “Rugan,” she begged.  “You know much we need those spears.”
 
   “And I know how loved Kychelle was, both by her people and in this palace, Lady Niarmit.  I cannot gainsay the Steward’s argument. In her place I would say the same.”  He turned at last to stare at Niarmit.  “Let us first find the murderer, before we offer lectures as to how the Silverwood should interpret Kychelle’s wishes.” 
 
    “Let me at least stand vigil with you, Lady Marvenna.”  Niarmit offered.  “In remembrance of the good terms on which Lady Kychelle and I had parted.”
 
   The Steward raised an eyebrow at that but insisted, “there is no need, Lady Niarmit.  We leave tonight.”
 
   “You have only just got here.”
 
   “There is no need to stay. We will not burden you for supplies.”
 
   “The winter rain has come, Lady Marvenna.  The cold has followed, snow cannot be far behind.  You must be tired from your travel. Will you not at least pass one night here, it is the smallest courtesy we could offer, is it not Prince Rugan?”  
 
   The Prince was deaf to Niarmit’s entreaties while the Steward was unmoved by her argument.  “Horses tire, Lady Niarmit, but elves do not.  I doubt the snow will trouble us much, let it come when it will.  Send word when you have found the murderer, we may speak again then.”
 
   Niarmit spun away to hide the despair in her face.  Quintala could only shrug helplessly at the Queen’s beseeching look.  Behind the Seneschal the chapel door opened again and another tall mud splattered figure strode in and down the narrow nave.
 
   “Your Majesty, Lady Giseanne said I might find you here.”
 
   “Tordil?”
 
   The elf Captain bowed low to the Queen and straightening caught the eye of Marvenna.
 
   “What brings you here, Captain?” 
 
   Niarmit waved away Quintala’s demand, seeing in Tordil a new ally in the lost argument with the Steward.  “Lady Marvenna, this is Captain Tordil, latterly of Hershwood.  Tordil, this is Lady Marvenna, Steward of the Silverwood.  We were just discussing the three thousand spears she has brought to the palace.”
 
   Tordil bowed to the Steward.  “I rode them past them, aye, your Majesty.  We will have need of them this night.”
 
   Marvenna returned Tordil’s greeting with a courteous nod.  “I am glad to meet another refugee from Hershwood.  As to the three thousand spears, Lady Niarmit, there is no more to say or hear on the matter.”
 
   “I am no refugee.” Tordil’s eyes flashed fire at the Steward.
 
   Marvenna smiled, “you have found a home then?  to replace the one you lost.”
 
   “Not a home, Lady Marvenna, I have found a cause and I hope your soldiers may serve it too.”
 
   “My soldiers leave tonight for Silverwood, our home and home to others of Feyril’s people now.”
 
   “You cannot!”
 
   Her eyebrows rose at his insistence.  “I can, Captain Tordil. There will always be a place for you in the Silverwood, when you wish to join us.  Now please excuse me.”  She made to walk past him.
 
   “Five thousand undead!”   The captain cried.
 
   “What?” Niarmit was dumbstruck, Marvenna at least curious enough to wait for Tordil to elaborate.
 
   “Four days ago now, they slipped past us in the night.”
 
   “Slipped past you? How?” Quintala’s tone conveyed her disgust that an enemy should have eluded them.
 
   “The blame is mine, your Majesty.” Tordil confessed to Niarmit. “I was drawn into chasing orcs down the Eastway.  All the time it was only a diversion.  Their real intent was to drive five thousand zombies over the Palacintas.”
 
   “Five thousand zombies in my realm!”  Rugan stormed.
 
   “I have sent Elyas and the hobilers in pursuit.  I left Abroath and the archers with Sir Ambrose to hold the pass.” Tordil bowed his head.  “The Prior’s judgment proved wiser than my own.”
 
   Niarmit reeled at the new information.   The Steward moved forward with a slight nod, as though to leave the Queen to her pressing business, but Niarmit grabbed her arm. “See Lady Marvenna, See what need we have of your spears.”
 
   The elf looked down at Niarmit’s hand until the Queen let go.  “This changes nothing, Lady Niarmit.  The affairs of elves and men remain ever separate.”  While Niarmit’s mouth worked in helpless silence the Steward gave Tordil a modest bow.  “I am glad to have met you Captain, we may yet meet again. My soldiers leave within the half hour.  Let me know if there are any messages you would have me carry to others of your kin.”
 
   With that, the Steward walked unhindered from the Chapel.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Hepdida lay on the bed.  The cerise gown lay in shreds across the floor; she had taken Sir Vahnce at his word and done as she pleased with it.  There were no scraps left large enough to cover a mouse’s modesty. The key to the locked door lay beneath her wet pillow and she huddled, knees drawn to her chest, trying to understand why luxurious survival could be so relentlessly miserable.
 
   There was a soft knock at the door, the squeak of a handle turned in vain, and then a short scratching and click before the creak of a door swinging open on its hinges.  She sat up. Niarmit stood in the doorway.  The nightlight that Thom had cast for Hepdida lit up her cousin’s weary face.
 
   Puzzled Hepdida reached beneath her pillow and finding the cold iron of the key, held it up in an unspoken question to the Queen.
 
   Niarmit smiled and held up her own hand with a ring on which were two twisted strips of metal.  “Kaylan taught me all he knew, before he started teaching you.  A lock such as that is no great barrier,” she said.
 
   “Is this where we talk then?”
 
   Niarmit nodded.  “Aye, but not in a bad way.” She picked her way to the bed without commenting on the fragments of pink cloth on the floor.  As her cousin sat down, Hepdida lunged to hug her.   Arms wrapped around her cousin’s body, head resting on her chest.
 
   Niarmit hugged her back, stroking her hair with gentle hands.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “No, I’m sorry,” Hepdida insisted. “I’ve been a bitch.”
 
   “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “What? When?”
 
   “Tonight.”
 
   Hepdida swung her legs out of bed.  “I’ll get ready.”
 
   Niarmit pulled her back.  “No, you can’t come. You have to stay.”
 
   When Hepdida looked at her in disbelief, Niarmit added, “there’s a lot of riding to be done, hard riding.”  She gave a nervous laugh.  “You would not like it.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Tordil has come with news.  Zombies have slipped their way into Medyrsalve and the force at the Gap of Tandar is much weakened.  I am needed elsewhere.”
 
   “Don’t go.”  Hepdida seized her cousin in a tighter hug.
 
   “I’m sorry, I must.  But Kaylan will be here.”
 
   “Kaylan?”
 
   The Queen shifted position to look into her cousin’s eyes.  “He volunteered,” she said watchfully.  “Said he would stay to keep an eye on you.”
 
   “Oh!”
 
   “Quintala will stay as well. She can represent me at council.  You will not be alone.”
 
   Hepdida hugged her tighter, squeezing the breath from her cousin’s body.  “Don’t go.”
 
   “I thought you’d be glad of a bit of freedom from my smothering interference,” Niarmit said lightly.
 
   The tears were flooding down Hepdida’s cheeks.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Please don’t go, please.”
 
   “I have to.  You’ll be perfectly safe here.”
 
   “But… but what if you don’t come back?”
 
   “I promise I will.”  Niarmit wiped the tears from her cousin’s cheeks.  “There, don’t cry.”
 
   Hepdida sniffed and blubbed.  “I’ve been being such a bitch.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   “There, there,” Niarmit patted her back.  
 
   “I see him still, you know.  I can’t get him out of my dreams. I’m scared to sleep.”
 
   “He’s dead, Hepdida, the orc is dead.”
 
   “Not in my head he isn’t.”
 
   The Queen pulled her cousin up and looked into her eyes.  “What did he do, Hepdida?” 
 
   Hepdida was hiccoughing with her sobs, tears coursing over her scarred face.  She spluttered and Niarmit pulled her back against her chest and said, “tell me?”
 
   And between her tears Hepdida told her.
 
   The Princess felt her cousin’s arms about her shoulders, felt her grip tighten beyond breathing.  Yet the arms ended in solid fists that clenched and unclenched against Hepdida’s back as the Princess told her halting story.  And a steady rain of tears dripped down on Hepdida’s hair as Niarmit swore regret and railed against the Goddess that she had only been able to kill the orc but once. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The elves had gone, with barely a sign that there had ever been three thousand elven warriors arrayed at the gates of Rugan’s palace.  True to her word the Steward had departed barely an hour after arriving, bearing away Kychelle’s body and the desperately needed spears and the concession of human passage through the Silverwood.  Now, with dawn still hours away, a far smaller troop bid their farewells in the grand courtyard before Lavisevre. 
 
   A cold wind tugged at the cloaks of the riders.  The horses’ breath misted in the torchlight. 
 
   “It is so dark,” Hepdida cried.  “It isn’t safe to ride.  You’ll fall.”
 
   “All will be well,” Niarmit soothed.  “Tordil will lead us, and Thom’s spells will help us see the night more clearly.  We cannot delay.”
 
   Jolander’s horse stamped its feet, impatient in the darkness, sparking a flurry of shaken heads and rattled bits from the rest of the lancers’ horses, roused at such an ungodly hour from the warmth of their stables. 
 
   “Be careful Lady Niarmit,” Giseanne urged. “The night is not the only danger.”
 
   Niarmit smiled, “What we cannot out fight we can outrun, can’t we Thom?” She buffeted the young illusionist on the shoulder, making him grab for the pommel of his saddle.  Suddenly serious, she turned to Rugan. “You will send word, won’t you to the towns and villagers?”
 
   “I know my duty to my people, Lady Niarmit.”
 
   “But the message, about the priests.”
 
   “Aye, Lady Niarmit.  They will gather about their priests and holy places.  I will have the priories and monasteries emptied too. It is time these prelates grown fat on our indulgence finally earned their keep.”
 
   A white speck drifted through the pool of light, disappearing before it reached the ground, another drifted by. “Great,” Thom exclaimed.  “Now the snow comes!”
 
   Niarmit gave a grin.  “For an illusionist, Thom, you have so little imagination.  The snow could be our friend as much as our enemy.”  She turned back for a last look at the trio of companions she was to leave behind. “Quintala, you have my say in matters of state here, use it wisely.”
 
   The half-elf bowed and answered plain, without the habitual twinkle of mischief in her eyes, “I will guard your interest, your Majesty, and my temper.”
 
   “And look after these two fools,” Niarmit said with a wave towards Kaylan and Hepdida.  “Keep them from seeking any harm.  Goddess knows why, but they are both precious to me.”
 
   “I am honoured by your trust, your Majesty.”
 
   “And they will honour you with their obedience,” Niarmit insisted, her eyes on the thief and the Princess. Kaylan stood tall and impassive.  Hepdida could not raise her head, her eyes full and averted.  
 
   “Your friends will enjoy my protection as Regent,” Giseanne offered.  “And my husband’s also.”
 
   “Indeed,” Rugan gruffly agreed.  “I hope it will serve them better than it did poor Kychelle.”
 
   Niarmit leant from her saddle to lift the Princess’s chin and look steady green eyes to tear-filled blue.  “Don’t worry, Hepdida, I’ll be back.”  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt was excited in a way he hadn’t been since a long ago afternoon with his first love, a girl whose name now escaped him.  Dema at his side was affording him a sideways glance, her forehead wrinkled with perplexity.  “You have already surprised me Captain.  When you said you had something to show me I expected to be walking towards my bedchamber, not away from it.”
 
   “I think this will please you nonetheless, Mistress,” Kimbolt assured her as he led her across the castle bailey to the great eastern storage shed.  He pushed open the double doors, an opening big enough to admit a loaded cart, and with a conjurer’s bow waved her in.  “There,” he said.  “Now what do you see?”
 
   Dema picked her way through the timbers laid out on the floor, some straight, some angled, some curved into curious shapes but each as thick as a horse’s neck and as long as a wagon or two.  “I see wood,” Dema replied.  “A lot of wood.”
 
   “These pieces were in Rugan’s baggage train, at the battle of the Saeth, he left them in his flight up the Eastway.”
 
   Dema nodded as understanding dawned.  “These are the components of his siege engines, the ones he meant to bombard Listcairn with after a battle he had no chance of winning.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “But, my brave Captain, while he left these struts and frames, his soldiers did have the wit to destroy the trigger mechanisms.  Without that, there is no point in assembling them.”
 
   “But Dema, I am trained in siege warfare, unlike your outlanders and your orcs.” He licked his lips, savouring the moment of revelation.  “I have had the triggers rebuilt.  These machines can be assembled and made serviceable wherever you please.”
 
   He had her interest now.  She nodded slowly.  “And where had you in mind, Captain?” Although he guessed she already knew the answer.
 
   “On the Eastway, half-way up the pass.  We can bombard the enemy lines from well beyond bowshot.  Boulders, stones, caltrops, all could be flung at them from perfect safety.”  He hesitated to make his next suggestion while Dema walked between the massive timbers, testing their strength with a speculative kick.  “We could hurl other missiles at them which might break their spirit as much as their bones.”
 
   She looked at him, her snakes silent as she pondered.  “Go on.”
 
   “Corpses, the dead of the battlefield, those too torn to be of use to Galen.” When she nodded to herself he hurried on.  “There is an outbreak of fever by the Eastgate of town, near the sewage outfall. Several have died, women and children, many are ill.  Why bury the dead when they may yet serve our purpose.”
 
   He had surprised her again, though she was smiling beneath the mask.  He shrugged, “why even waste time with the sick – those doomed to die anyway.  Why not cast them out….. in the bucket of a trebuchet?”
 
   “The women and the children?”
 
   “This is war, Dema, absolute war.  We win or we die.”
 
   She threw back her head and laughed. “My Kimbolt how you are changed.  I’ll make a good orc of you yet.”
 
   He grinned, glad to have pleased her.  
 
   “There will be a chance.” She nodded, pursing her lips in contemplation of the possibilities.  “Between the rains and the snow, we have perhaps a week when the frost has hardened the mud, but the snow is no more than a dusting on the ground.  We could strike then.”
 
   “What of the necromancer?” he asked.
 
   “That dandy? What of him?”
 
   Kimbolt swallowed hard, wary of raising a matter which was likely to spoil Dema’s mood.  “He is gathering his orcs and nomads for an assault. The enemy have detached half their force chasing his zombies; Galen means to be the one to make use of that weakness.   We should make him wait until these machines are ready.  Then we can act together.”
 
   The Medusa gave the slightest shake of her head and a dismissive wave of her hand.  “No, let us not trouble the necromancer with this news.  Let him see if he can show us how to force the Gap of Tandar by his own efforts.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Abroath clutched his cloak about him, frost crunching with every step of his borrowed boots.  Ahead of him, Niarmit strode from picket to picket, Sir Ambrose by her side.  At each group of soldiers she paused to exchange a few words and dispense a blessing which warmed the men more deeply than their guttering fires.  “You should rest, your Majesty,” he said softly as they moved between pickets.  “You must have ridden day and night.  The men will hear you just as well tomorrow.”
 
   “The Prior is right, Lady Niarmit,” Sir Ambrose added his considerable weight to the argument. 
 
   The Queen shook her head.  “The men may have to fight today, tomorrow will be too late for words of comfort.”
 
   The knight gazed out across the frozen pass.  “By the Goddess I hope you are wrong, my Lady.  We are at our weakest now.” He bent low to bring his mouth to Niarmit’s ear.  “No disrespect to your companion, but I would you had brought Captain Tordil with you rather than this scrawny fellow.”
 
   The Queen followed the Knight’s gaze to where Thom was flapping his arms and hugging himself next to a campfire in a bid to drive the cold and aches from his gallop weary limbs.  She smiled.  “The illusionist has his uses, Sir Ambrose, and I have hopes of seeing Captain Tordil before the day is done.”
 
   “If the enemy should come we will sorely miss those hobilers which Elyas took,” the knight said ruefully.
 
   “It had to be done, Sir Ambrose,” Abroath retorted.  “We could not let five thousand zombies roam unhindered through the farms and villages of Medyrsalve.”
 
   “That necessity will not make us need them any less here, Prior, should the enemy come,”  Ambrose said.
 
   Niarmit stamped her heel against the unforgiving frozen earth. The mailed boot made no dent in the solid ground. 
 
   Ambrose grimaced.  “Our spades and picks cannot break the ground to dig pits, Lady Niarmit, or to embed our spikes against the enemy.  We must hold this place with what few men and defences we have in place already.”
 
   Niarmit merely smiled at the knight’s dour analysis. “How long ‘til the snow comes in earnest?”
 
   Ambrose looked at the sky for inspiration.  “A week, my Lady, maybe two.  Then the whole pass will be thigh deep in a white  blanket and we will be safe until Spring.”
 
   “In the meantime?”
 
   “We are vulnerable, my Lady, more exposed than ever.”
 
   She shook her head and gave the knight a flashing smile.  “Have faith, Sir Ambrose.  Trust in the Goddess and let us bring some cheer to more of your poor cold soldiers.”
 
   
  
 

***   
 
   “What are you doing, Princess?”
 
   “Trying to make my horse like me.”
 
   It was warm in the stables, filled with the humid heat of equine bodies and the heady aroma of stables waiting for the morning mucking out.  The cob hung its head over the door of its stall, nuzzling Hepdida’s hand for more oats.  She held her palm flat beneath the horse’s wet tongue.  “I will be riding him by myself when Niarmit gets back.”
 
   The half-elf smiled.  “A laudable ambition, Princess.  I am sure the Queen will delight in your success.  But you must let me or Kaylan know where you are going.  This is a big palace and you are a little princess.”
 
   “Must?  Do you think I will get lost?”
 
   Quintala shook her head.  “No, Princess.  But this palace is not as safe as we had thought.  If an assassin could get into the fountain courtyard, how much easier to reach you here.”
 
   “Why would anyone want me dead?”
 
   “Why would anyone want my grandmother dead?” Quintala raised a hand even as the question left her lips.  “No, Princess, don’t answer that.”
 
   “Are you sorry she’s dead?”
 
   Quintala side stepped the question. “Did you love your mother?”
 
   “Yes, I must have I suppose.  I cried when she died.”
 
   “And did you fight, did you argue, where there times when you hated her?”
 
   Hepdida shrugged.  “Doesn’t every family live like that?”  When Quintala made no answer Hepdida shot back another question.
 
   “Have you cried for Kychelle?”
 
   The question surprised the half-elf, but no less than the answer.  “Yes,” she said.  “I wouldn’t have expected to but I did.  After all she was my only kin in the Petred Isle, save that piss poor apology for a half-brother. I wish…. “ she stared at the horse with an intensity that made the animal whinny.  “I wish I could have been less of a disappointment to her before she died.”
 
   “Who do you think killed her?”
 
   “An assassin from beyond the palace?”
 
   “Do you believe that?”
 
   Quintala stroked the mane of Hepdida’s horse and whistled a soft tune that settled the animal.  “The Deaconess said that her enquiries had led to the improbable solution of an outside assassin being the only solution that could be accepted.”  She patted the horse’s neck.  “There is, however, another solution which is certainly no less improbable.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “That the Deaconess was deceived in her enquiries?”  The half-elf fixed Hepdida with a curious stare.  “Princess, is there something you know that you are not telling me?  If there is, you should tell it.  This is a matter of greater significance than just the death of one old elf lady.  You know the Steward took her soldiers away?”
 
   Hepdida delved into the nosebag by the stable door for a fresh helping of oats.  The cob nodded its head in expectation.
 
   “Princess?”
 
   “I don’t know, Quintala.  I’m just a little princess, remember, in a big palace.”  In her and the horse’s haste, Hepdida had offered the oats without fully uncurling her fist and the cob’s teeth caught her fingers in a bite sharp enough to make her cry out.
 
   She bit back further exclamation as the half-elf seized her hands and carefully unfolded the injured digits.  She counted swiftly to five before offering the reassurance, “you’ve not lost any.  Just as well, really.  The Queen will be most unhappy if you are anything less than complete when she returns.”
 
   “She will come back, won’t she, Quintala?”
 
   The half-elf clapped a hand on Hepdida’s shoulder and looked her squarely in the eye.  “Yes, Princess, she will.  I’m sure of it.  But Princess, besides you riding your horse, it would please the Queen if we had solved the riddle of my Grandmother’s murder.  If you know anything, you should tell.”  She hesitated.  “No matter who it might concern.”
 
   Hepdida nodded slowly, patting the cob’s neck as she carefully offered it more oats.  “If anything comes to mind, Quintala, I will be sure to tell you of it.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
    “You asked the Master to help you?” Odestus glared down at the necromancer’s stupidity, almost toppling from his saddle as he realised how far Galen had compounded his mistakes into a complete catastrophe.  “You summoned the Dark Lord’s attention and you asked him to help you?”
 
   Galen’s hands twisted over and through each other and his head flicked from side to side in fear of what might lie behind him.  His crimson robes were ragged and torn. The flight of an arrow traced a path through his torn collar and a deep red graze scored across his bald head. His left eye was gummed with blood from the wound, which his finely plucked eyebrows could neither divert nor restrain.  Despite the cold he was sweating from the unaccustomed exertion of running, running for his life and still, safely here out on the plane of the Saeth, the necromancer was trembling with a clear and present fear.
 
   On the little wizard’s other side the Medusa was openly and loudly amused.   “This is no time for laughter, Dema,” Odestus rebuked her.  “Our Master’s fortunes have suffered a great reverse.  We will none of us rest easy for that.”
 
   Dema shook her head and chuckled.  “Galen, Galen, Galen, all is forgiven.  This is the best joke I have heard.  Not only do you march your finest into a valley of death, but while they fall all around you, you dare to beg Maelgrum for assistance.”
 
   “The Master was not pleased,” Galen stammered, his eyes hollow at the recollection.  “He would not hear me, would not hear what I had to say.”
 
   “Why would he?” Dema cried.  “You were in the midst of losing your entire force, save these few stragglers through rank poor leadership.”  The Medusa crossed her hands on the pommel of her saddle and gazed along the Eastway towards the Gap of Tandar. 
 
   Odestus followed her gaze to where a thin line of battered troops were picking their way to safety.   They were not running as Galen had been, his thin legs pumping in an unlikely sprint, until Odestus had hailed him to a halt.  But then, the limping column of retreating soldiers had lacked the motivating force of Maelgrum’s opprobrium in their heads.  
 
   Dema nodded slowly. “There will be many a dead orc on his way to the feasting halls, his body freezing in the pass, who rues the day they chose your generalship over mine.  All of them lost through your pride and stupidity.”
 
   Galen shook his head convulsively, still gripped by fear and incomprehension. “There were too many of them, there shouldn’t have been that many.  We knew.  We knew they had sent five thousand after my zombies.  How could there be so many?”
 
   Odestus shrugged.  “They must have come back, maybe they have abandoned the people of Medyrsalve to your creations.  Maybe they decided the pass must be held.”
 
   Galen frowned in bewilderment.  “No, they’d gone. To come back, to abandon those people.  It is inhuman.”
 
   “Well, Galen,” Odestus chided.  “We can hardly criticise an enemy for becoming like us.”
 
   “It is not fair!” the necromancer wailed, a thin line of drool dripping from his nose, slowly freezing as it did so.  “This was my chance, my moment.”
 
   “And you threw it all away.”
 
   “Come Dema, if the enemy have abandoned their villages to the undead that is a circumstance even you could not have anticipated.”
 
   “Really, little wizard?”  The Medusa slipped from her saddle and jumped lightly to the ground.  She stamped speculatively on the cold earth and raised her mailed foot to examine the unbroken ground.  She stamped again with a similar lack of effect. “You really think it could not be anticipated.”
 
   Galen, in bedraggled misery could only watch as Dema stomped a third time.  Odestus muttered, “if there is some point you are making it is too obscure for me, Dema.”
 
   “Or you are too stupid for it!” the Medusa exclaimed.  She leapt back into the saddle and wheeled her horse round.  “I’m going to see if Kimbolt has quite finished my gift.  It’s big Galen.”  She glared at the necromancer and held her hands far apart for illustration.  “Really big.”
 
   She rode off leaving wizard and necromancer in an unlikely companionship of shared incomprehension.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “There’s another one, father Paleron,” the boy cried.  “Over here.”
 
   “Wait, don’t go near it,” Paleron called after the eager boy.  “It’s not safe.”
 
   “It’s just like the others, father,” the boy called back.  “It’s quite safe.”
 
   Paleron cursed his fondness for game, of the edible variety, which had stretched his girth to such uncomfortable proportions.  Within the confines of the church, or on the seat of his carriage, it was not such a problem.  Out here in a freezing winter’s day, following after the pack of eager urchins, his slow movement was a significant irritation.  At least however, it was not dangerous.
 
   “What are you doing, boy?” he called seeing the lad moving and then jumping up and down above the line of the frozen heather.
 
   “Just trying something father,” the boy shouted back cheerfully.
 
   “Don’t, anything could happen!” Paleron quickened his pace from slow to slightly less slow.
 
   There was a dull crack of something breaking and the boy disappeared.  “By the Goddess!” Paleron was huffing and puffing his heart thumping with the unaccustomed exertion as his fat body generated heat it was too well insulated to lose.
 
   He was within a few yards of the spot when the boy popped up again, waving a hand at him.  It wasn’t the boy’s hand.
 
   “What’s that?” Paleron demanded.
 
   “It broke off when I jumped on it,” the boy explained.  It was a blackened rotten hand, covered in a fine dusting of frost.  The boy tapped himself on the head for show and recoiled at the bruising icey hardness of it.
 
   “Where’s the rest of it?” Paleron said.
 
   The boy stepped to one side.  “Here father, just like the others.”
 
   Apart from the missing hand, this one was just like the others. A rotten corpse that had walked to this place until the creeping cold had frozen it solid and it had fallen in the gorse.  Even as the ice had filled its veins and flesh, its hand must have stretched out groping towards the distant village.  Now, though, after the boy’s efforts, it was just the frozen stump of a wrist that pointed the way.  The boy tapped his trophy hand against the corpse’s back with a dull solid thump.
 
   “It must be dead, mustn’t it father.  It’s not moving at all, see.”
 
   Paleron shook his head, setting his jowls a wobbling.  “Father Horace thought that.  He, took one of them to his church to thaw it out and give it a proper service.  The creature started moving, just the fingers at first.  By the time the housekeeper had got Horace back to the chapel the thing was sitting up.  Lucky he always carried his crescent symbol, managed to destroy it before it got its legs moving.” He shuddered at the image. 
 
   The boy just nodded sadly, leaving Paleron to ponder whether the child would not really like to see one of these unrested abominations staggering about in its rotten flesh.  The priest pulled his own crescent symbol from about his fleshy neck.  “No boy, we deal with these poor soulless ones as we were told.” 
 
   It was a moment’s work to cast the benediction.  Paleron stared into the creature’s frozen eyes as he invoked the grace of the goddess.  He owed them that much, or at least he owed that much to the man who had once inhabited this body, Goddess knew what force had driven it after death.   The power flowed through him and the creature disintegrated into icy dust.
 
   “That’s the fifth one today, father,” the boy announced. “How many more do you think we’ll find?”
 
   “Plenty enough, boy.”  Paleron got heavily to his feet. “But we have time.  These abominations aren’t going anywhere at the moment.  We just need to find them before the snow buries them or the spring thaws them.”
 
   “Father, I think my brother’s found another one,” the boy pointed east where his equally scrawny sibling was waving both arms in the excitement of discovery.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Thom picked his way carefully through the boulders.  Ambrose and his soldiers were still dragging in the orcish bodies.  The fierce frost had spared them all the stench of decay and given them time to clear the killing ground where so many of the enemy had fallen.  They were building another funeral pyre, a pyramid of frozen corpses with a timber fuse and core.  Once the fire caught it would be like the others, thick black smoke and a foul sickly sweet smell on the air.  There were already four circles of ash and bone from the previous days’ efforts.  Looking at the emptying battleground, Thom reckoned another day of cremations should finish the task.    He hurried onwards circling up and west through the heights along the side of the pass.  The wind was blowing from the west and he did not want to get caught again downwind of the smell of burning orc.  
 
   He followed the narrow twisting ledge with its precipitous drop to one side.  It was here that that Thom had endured a grandstand view of the battle but he did not stop to admire the spectacle.  The stony pass had lost its charm once he had watched it seething with a mass of bodies pressed upon each other too close to wield sword or axe against the stabbing spears.  Those in the centre waiting only for their comrades at the edge to fall and then their turn for death would come.  It had been a victory, but it had not been pretty. 
 
   The ledge turned left to become a pathway along a crevice in the cliff. Then it climbed right and opened out into a broad platform of rock from which one could see clear across the plain to the towers of Listcairn.
 
   “I thought I’d find you here, your Majesty,” Thom said.
 
   Niarmit was sitting cross-legged on the stone gazing out at Morsalve.  She looked back over her shoulder at his greeting, but did not rise.  He took a seat next to her.  She didn’t seem to mind.  “You have no fondness for the smell of burning orc either, your Majesty?”
 
   She shrugged.  “I like to watch the enemy, to see what they are doing next.”
 
   “I doubt they’ll do much at all.  You gave them such a bloody nose we’ll not see them this side of spring.”
 
   “You played your part Thom, those few well placed but entirely illusory pits and stakes helped us corral them where we wanted.”  She sighed.  “But we are not safe yet.”
 
   Thom looked up at the cloudless sky.  The first few flakes of snow had been as deceitful as his battlefield illusions.  The winter blizzard which would seal the pass was stubbornly late.
 
   “They will not come again.  They are too badly hurt.” He said emphatically, in the hope that conviction of tone alone might make reality of his words.
 
   “Then what is that?” she said, pointing along the Eastway.
 
   He followed her line of sight to where two huge and leafless trees seemed to be crawling along the road, attended by a crowd of ant like creatures, whether orcs or humans could not be discerned at this distance.
 
   “I don’t know,” he confessed.
 
   They watched a while as the lumbering apparitions drew closer and resolved themselves into two huge siege engines, drawn along the cobbled road by teams of straining oxen.  The machine’s escorts were a disparate group.  To one side outlander soldiers and a handful of nomad cavalry, to the other a net of orcs drove forward a host of slow moving townspeople.  The orcs were followed by two carts heavily laden with some burden.
 
   “Thom,” Niarmit asked.  “How far can you see?”
 
   “You want to know what passes down there, your Majesty?”  When she nodded, he smiled.  “I have a new spell to show you. I think it will suit your purpose well.”
 
   “Cast it.”
 
   Thom shut his eyes and shaped his hands to the casting, a mime somewhere between throwing a bowl upon the potter’s wheel and winding a ball of thread, and then he could see though his eyes were still closed and at his side Niarmit gasped, “what’s that?”
 
   In his mind he turned and saw the Queen’s face her mouth twisted somewhere between shock and disgust.  He made another mental turn and saw himself sitting cross legged with his eyes closed.  There was something oddly unfamiliar about his face, which he could not place at first.  Then he realised the small mole upon his cheek was on the other side to what he had been used to seeing when glimpsing his reflection in mirrored glass or still water.   He observed his own lips open as he answered the Queen’s question.  “This, your Majesty, is an eye of the mage.”
 
   “It looks like an eyeball that someone has plucked from your head, Thom.” 
 
   “It is pure conjuration, ma’am. My eyes, my other eyes, are safe within my skull.”  He turned the ocular apparition towards the advancing machines of war.  “However, this magic eye is a lot better at climbing down cliffs than I am.”  With the gentle pressure of thought he moved the floating eyeball forwards and over the edge of the cliff.  As he looked down he was still seized by vertigo at the sheer drop, even though he knew his body was safely seated well back from the ledge.  “It is a little disconcerting to find what you are seeing is so far displaced from what you are feeling and hearing,” he admitted as the eye floated feather light down the cliff face.
 
   Niarmit’s voice just by his ear, yet already a hundred yards from his sight, asked, “What other uses have you put this spell to, Thom?”
 
   He gulped, “none that would embarrass your Majesty in the telling.  Now let me direct our spying.”
 
   “Tell me what your eye spies, Thom.”
 
   He was silent for a moment, driving the eye across the frozen earth, occasionally lifting it a few feet up to readjust his bearings, then driving it in a long ground hugging manoeuvre to float round and approach the column from the rear.  His own eyes watered as the westerly wind whipped across the ground that his visual avatar was following.  It was a strain.  He’d never sent one so far before and he could sense the sinews of control and the substance of the eye both threatening to evaporate at the limit of his range.  But then at last he turned the thing and brought it back behind the swaying timber and stomping orcs.    
 
   It was the carts he came to first, soaring up and over their jolted shifting load.  He groaned at the sight.
 
   “What do you see, Thom?” Niarmit demanded at his body’s side.
 
   “Dead, your Majesty, dead.  The carts are full of bodies, plain simple people, not soldiers. All piled high.”
 
   “Who killed them?  What killed them?”  
 
   Thom quailed, sandwiched between the awful vision in the cart and the edge of menace in Niarmit’s voice, even though the two were almost a mile apart.
 
   “There are no wounds, sores on their bodies yes, but no blow cut these people down.”
 
   “A sickness then?”
 
   “It must be rank, the orc drivers have their cloaks about their faces to mask the smell.”
 
   “Rank indeed, if an orcish nose cannot stomach it.  What of the siege engines?”
 
   Thom kept his floating eye amidst the bodies on the cart, grateful the spell brought sight not smell to his mind, and peeped it through the bars of the cart.  “Very tall ma’am, with a great wooden box in the middle of them and a sling dangling from the tapered end of that long arm.”
 
   “A trebuchet,” she said.  His puzzlement must have shown on his face for she added, “it’s like a sort of catapult, Thom.  The thing can throw great rocks hundreds of yards.”
 
   “They’ve not brought any rocks with them, not that I can see.”
 
   “What are the people doing? Look at them, the ones the orcs are driving.”
 
   Thom frowned with concentration.  He slowly moved his bobbing eye down the side of the cart and then scooted it along the ground, between the feet of the orcish escort and into the midst of the crowd of prisoners.  Resting it on the earth he could look up as they walked past his spying eye.  While on the cart he had been grateful to have no sense of smell, here on the ground he was glad he could not hear.
 
   “What are they doing, Thom?”
 
   “They are sick and crying, ma’am.  Women holding children tight, men barely able to lift their feet.  These cannot be slaves to work, they are barely fit to walk.”
 
   And then the last of them was past and the line of orcish guards approached, spears at the ready to poke any stragglers into motion.  One looked at him, looked Thom in the eye, the orc towering over him like a giant.
 
   “I think I’m seen.”
 
   “Careful, Thom.”
 
   “No, he’s looked away, it’s all right.”  The orc walked on by and Thom held the eye still, trying to be the odd shaped pebble or the remnant of a battlefield victim that the orc had mistaken him for.  But the cart was approaching, its broad wheel making tracks for his eye’s resting place and he must move it soon or risk destruction.
 
   “Hey,” he exclaimed. “It’s gone black, I can’t see.”
 
   “That’s because your eyes are shut.”
 
   “Not these eyes, Ma’am.  The other one, I can’t see through it. Oh now I can.”
 
   He could see, but he could not move the thing.  In fact it seemed to be moving itself.  
 
   “What can you see?”
 
   The view through the eye was changing with dizzying speed, a whipping scan across a line of orcs, one or two of whom glanced his way, but most trudging on.  A lot of sky, cold blue with high scudding clouds.  Then it shifted and he was looking at a wrist, an arm, down an arm towards a face.  It was a face surrounded by hissing swaying snakes.  A masked woman with a ragged scar beneath the mask’s edge.
 
   “What can you see, Thom?”
 
   The masked woman was shaking his eye and he could feel it, he could feel it! No that was Niarmit shaking his body even as the snake lady on the plain rattled his eye.  Her lips were moving, silent words he wished he could understand.
 
   “Open your eyes, Thom.  These eyes here,” Niarmit was saying.
 
   Thom was struck by the scintillating blue that filtered through the lady’s gauze mask.  Shards of light that chilled the blood.  As he watched, her other hand, the one that wasn’t holding him, whipped off the mask and unleashed the full force of her glittering gaze upon his spying eye.
 
   It all went black.
 
   Sound and vision returned with equal lack of clarity.  A bubble of noise in his ears to match the patchy white across his eyes.  But then he gradually found some focus to his blurred senses and it was the cloudless sky and Niarmit’s voice and he was lying on the hard surface of their rocky ledge.
 
   “What happened? Thom, what did you see?  You just fell over all cold and still.”
 
   Thom swallowed some eager breaths, his lungs heaving.  “How long?”
 
   “A minute, no more than that, but you were so still.”
 
   He sat up and pulled his cloak tight around him.  “She has a cold stare, that snake lady.”
 
   “The Medusa? You saw the Medusa?”
 
   He nodded.  “You do not want to see her eyes, Majesty.  They will suck out your soul and bury it in ice.”  He shivered.
 
   “By the Goddess she could do that through your conjured eye?”
 
   He sniffed.  “I knew sight could travel through the mage’s eye, I did not think a Medusa’s gaze would make the same journey.” He shook his head.  “The eye must have been destroyed first, before her whole power could be brought to bear on me through it, I did not enjoy the little taste that she did send.”
 
   Niarmit seized the illusionist’s hands and rubbed painful warmth into them as she asked. “What do you think the snake lady intends with those weapons?  Why has she brought the dead and the sick to attend her?”
 
   Thom shrugged, too chilled by the experience for clear thought.  “It will be nothing good for them, your Majesty, or for us.  Where is that blessed snow?”
 
   
  
 

***   
 
   Hepdida made another lunge and Kaylan only just evaded it.  “Close enough, my Princess,” he said.  “Let’s take a break.”
 
   The thief sunk down on the bench.  Hepdida sat opposite on the rocky edging to the raised flowerbed.  He was breathing more heavily than usual, an untidy stubble across his cheeks and his eyes rimmed with the red of an unrested night.  While pleased to have come closer to besting him, Hepdida could tell the thief was not at his sharpest.  “Your knife play lacks its usual edge, Kaylan,” she said.  “How goes it with Sorenson’s servant, Fenwell?”
 
   “The man can drink,” Kaylan admitted, belching fumes of stale beer and then begging a mortified pardon of his Princess.
 
   “I thought you could manage affairs so he drunk more than you?”
 
   Kaylan nodded glumly.  “I thought so too, either he is more skilled in that art than I, or he is a phenomenally talented drinker.”
 
   “And did you find anything out?”
 
   Kaylan frowned and then winced at the pain the gesture brought to his aching head.  “Not much. I hope I gave away less than I discovered.”
 
   “You can’t remember!”
 
   “It was a long night my Princess, but certainly the man, Fenwell is more than the sum of his parts.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Kaylan rolled up his sleeve to the shoulder and gestured to his own bicep.  “He has a mark here, a tattoo that has been removed, but still it shows when he exerts himself.”  Hepdida’s quizzical look drew out the explanation.  “We arm wrestled.”
 
   “Who won?”
 
   “That’s not important, my Princess. I was not there to win an arm wrestling contest.”
 
   “Or to get drunk,” she pointed out reasonably.  “What of this mark though?”
 
   “It was hard to see what the exact design had been, but in the Eastern lands such patterns are used to show membership of the different guilds.”
 
   “So Fenwell is an Easterner from across the sea.”
 
   “He was once, yes.”
 
   “And what guild did he belong too?”
 
   Kaylan shook his head and swayed a little in regret at the gesture.  “I don’t know, Princess.  There are many guilds in the Eastern lands, some high, some low, some light some dark.   Whichever it was, it is an association he no longer wishes to be known about.”
 
   “What else did you find out?”
 
   Kaylan sighed and ran his hand across his stubbled jaw.  “That was all, my Princess.”
 
   She laughed at the absurdity of it and when he shot an angry glance at her she chided, “well you have to admit it is funny, Kaylan.  You spend the best part of a week trying to track the man down and in the end you lose to him at both a drinking contest and at arm-wrestling and find out no more than half a fact about the man.”
 
   “That in itself should keep our suspicions high.  The man who hides secrets must have secrets worth hiding.”  He groaned at a returning memory.  “I only hope I held my secrets as well as he.”
 
   “What did you tell him, Kaylan?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I don’t know, there are only fragments of questions and answers in my mind, but there was a moment, a moment when he looked at me most oddly, something I said.  And the bastard walked away more steadily than I, begging pardon for the curse, my Princess.”
 
   “You think your clumsy drunken questions may have put him on guard?” She raised an eyebrow.  “Maybe I should be the next to examine this secretive Easterner.”
 
   He grabbed her arm at that. “No, my Princess!”
 
   “Come Kaylan, you let me into this horrid deception and would have me sit on my hands and do nothing, waiting for where the next blow may fall.”  She was angry now, frustration at the weeks of fruitless enquiry bubbling over. “Who else should do it, Kaylan?  Who else should we share this burden with.  Perhaps I should bring Quintala into our little secret?”  The thief gave a hoarse dry swallow at the suggestion as Hepdida went on, “I think she suspects something already.”
 
   “The half-elf knows nothing.  It must stay that way, my Princess.”
 
   “Well I can’t go on sitting idly by, Kaylan.  I have a whole new set of nightmares since that night in the nursery. I must do something.  Maybe if I were to speak with master Fenwell...”
 
   His fingers pressed into her arm.  “No, my Princess.  Leave Fenwell to me.  I will find a way.  You must do nothing. Do you hear my Princess?  Nothing.”
 
   “I hear you, Kaylan,” she said flatly.  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt woke from another vision of the shimmering blue gate.  The dream had been given added menace by the intrusive cold of the ground beneath his blanket and the freezing air which bit at his cheeks.  To complement the dream’s forbidding sense of some lurking menace, he rose bleary eyed to the guttural grunts and shouts of alarmed orcs.
 
    It took him a moment to collect his wits and align his bearings.  The sky was lightening with the approach of dawn and the huge siege engines towered beside him, just waiting for the new day to be dragged into their attack positions.  The bulk of Dema’s division was further up the pass, securing the ground for the artillery battery against any incursion from the human lines.  Only a small guard had remained with the machines and the prisoners and it was this troop that rushed in alarm, calling for water.
 
   As Kimbolt’s eyes adjusted to the gloom he saw there was another source of light.  The still hidden Sun had lit the sky above their heads a darker blue, but lilac shadows flickered against the rocks and boulders at the pass’s edge.
 
   “Ogre Piss!” Kimbolt exclaimed.  There were flames in the heart of the great boxed counterweights.  Fingers of fire flitted between the planking and caught the timber in a colourful embrace.  Were it not such a disaster, the rainbow hues of the mauve and green flames would have been an entertainment to befit a Prophet’s day festival, or an orc chieftain’s wake. 
 
   An orc flung a cauldron of water at the seat of the flame, but the liquid hissed into steam before it could touch the strips of incandescent soot.  Ribbons of flame swept up the structure, wrapping themselves around the pillars like deadly bindweed.  Despite the orcs’ frantic cries, there was no water to be had, the puddles frozen over.  Kimbolt almost wept to see his creations destroyed before a stone could be cast in anger. 
 
   “The engines are gone,” Dema was shouting behind him.  “Look, don’t let the bastards who did it get away.”
 
   In the shadows of the Northern cliff face, Kimbolt saw what the Medusa had spotted.  Two figures dancing with their own cleverness and, as the first outlander ran at them he erupted into a pillar of mauve flame to match the fire which consumed the trebuchets.
 
   “Bastard elves!” Dema was screaming.  
 
   The figures heard and ran, not up the pass towards the enemy lines, but down, hugging the cliff-face while the entire enraged camp hurried in pursuit.
 
   Kimbolt buckled on his sword and pulled on his boots before hastening after them.  The elven pair were running up a narrow gully.  He had spotted it when they made camp.  “They’re trapped!” he cried. “That way is a dead end.”  
 
   The pursuers surged forward at that encouragement.  Kimbolt spun round looking for the Medusa’s approval.
 
   He stopped then.  On the other side of the pass, where the prisoners had been quartered, there was movement too.  A thin line of them snaking towards a crack in the southern cliff face.   He had checked that too, a crevice which crept and climbed and widened up into the hills.  It was too narrow for them to have launched an assault through; a few Medyrsalve spears could have held back an army in that confined space.  He had posted guards at the opening to ward against any incursion from Medyrsalve, but the assault had come unlooked for from the North wall of the pass.  The guards were gone from their posts, drawn in pursuit of the elven saboteurs.  In their absence the shadowy stream of prisoners limped towards the opening, unhindered by anything but their own infirmity. 
 
   “Orcs’ blood,” Kimbolt swore.  The enemy meant not just to destroy the catapults, but to free the prisoners also.  There were whoops behind him as the guards poured into the gully to the North and then a soft whoosh, a flash of purple light and a moment’s silence before the screams of orc and human split the dawn.  
 
   “Get in there you cowards,” Willem, the big outlander was shouting.  “The bastards are still trapped.”
 
   In a paralysis of priorities Kimbolt spun from North to South.  “The prisoners are….” he began to shout, but then a small yellow glow of flame drew his eye.  A conventional fire this, which had caught the two cartloads of rotting bodies.  The flames licked around the wagons swiftly blooming into an impromptu funeral pyre for Listcairn’s dead.  
 
   In the light of this second conflagration, Kimbolt caught sight of a lean figure sprinting, long red hair streaming behind her as she ran from the new kindled fire after the fleeing prisoners.  And detaching from the darkness another more familiar figure hurried in pursuit, hood back, snakes writhing. Dema was on the hunt.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “What kept you?” In his anxiety the Prior had forgotten the formality of ‘your Majesty.’
 
   “Even the dead deserve some peace, Abroath,” she told him between gasps for air.  “How far ahead are the prisoners?”
 
   “Not far.”  When he saw the dissatisfaction in her eyes, he added, “many of them are very ill and barely clothed.  They cannot move quickly and the path is broken and uneven. ”
 
   “You were to heal the sickest.”
 
   “And I have your Majesty, but I cannot put food in their bellies or heal all their ailments, or give them the night vision to pick their unshod way between the stones.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Prior, I had just hoped to be further from pursuit.”
 
   “Did Tordil and Elyas not draw the enemy off?”
 
   “Admirably and with Thom’s help they will make it back to Sir Ambrose to tell all of their adventure.”  She leant against the rock face.  “I will just feel happier when we are there ourselves.”
 
   “The dawn is coming fast, your Majesty.  There will soon be light enough for the poor wretches we have freed to see their way more clearly.  The pace will quicken then.”
 
   Niarmit nodded and then froze at the skittering of a stone behind them.  Abroath heard it too.  He started to speak but Niarmit pressed a finger to his lips and waved him urgently up the jagged pathway.   Still he hesitated, so she pushed him in the chest until, the Prior reluctantly resumed his scrabble up the narrow channel in the rocks, chasing after his flock of freed but sickly prisoners.
 
   Niarmit turned and drew her sword, reassured by the gleaming edge of the Vanquisher’s blade.  The steeply sided sloping gorge was an admirable place to mount a defence. Two men standing shoulder to shoulder would seal it completely.  By the same token, it offered no place to hide.  She backed a little way up the trail to take advantage of a slightly steeper climbing curving section.  It would hide her from the pursuers until the last few yards and give them the challenge of a sharp uneven slope if they tried to charge her.
 
   She had time for a brief prayer to commend her lost soul to the Goddess, before the pursuers hove into sight. There was just one, but it was that one.  Niarmit heard the hiss of snakes before she saw the glint of chainmail in the growing glow of morning.  She hefted her sword and glanced up the tall figure of the Medusa looking no higher than Dema’s mouth.  The Medusa’s lips were redly human, from toe to mouth she was no monster at all, with only the jagged scar that Rugan’s blade had scored to mar her perfect form.  Niarmit had no intention of looking any higher.
 
   “Well, well, bitch,” the abomination hailed, clapping her sword against her shield in greeting.    “We meet again!”
 
   “You must mean someone else,” Niarmit shot back.  “I’ve not had the pleasure.” Talking was good, taunting was good.  The more time the snake lady wasted in insults the further up the path the fleeing prisoners would get.
 
   “You will, bitch.  Let us see how good you are without your precious helm.”
 
   It was so fast.  The Medusa seemed to fly up the slope, sword swinging at speed.  It must have cleared the rock walls by just fractions of an inch with Dema wielding her weapon in the confined space as freely as if they were in an open field.
 
   Niarmit got her own blade up just in time, flat edged to block a blow so thunderous it would have shattered a weaker weapon.  She pushed the Medusa back, eyes on the sword, always the sword.  “That’s a pretty blade,” Dema spat.  “I’ve seen one like it before.  I turned its owner to stone. Prince Thren, was he anything to you?”
 
   Niarmit ducked and drove forward with her sword.  The Medusa twisted, the sword caught Dema’s shield and sliced right though it as though it were made of cloth not wood and steel.  Niarmit drove on swaying to the right to avoid the squirming snakes that seemed to be hissing their dismay.  The hilt of the sword slammed into the surface of the shield as Niarmit’s anger drove it home.
 
   “Good, little girl, good,” Dema’s voice murmured in her ear.  “But not good enough.”
 
   Dema twisted her shield arm, using the leverage to prise Niarmit’s grip from the hilt of the sword. The shield with its embedded weapon swung to the left.  In that moment Niarmit saw how the blade had scored its path between the Medusa’s shield arm and her twisting body.  A blow no more damaging than the times Matteus had caught her wooden playsword in his armpit and tumbled to the ground in a long drawn out pantomime of death.
 
   Niarmit could have wept.  The Medusa lazily swung the shield and its implanted sword over her shoulder.  There was a metallic ring of metal on stone as the precious weapon fell beyond Niarmit’s reach.  She stumbled backwards up the path, watching always the point of Dema’s blade as the Medusa swung it left then right.  Niarmit lunged down for the knife within her boot, but the Medusa’s mailed foot flicked out catching Niarmit a stunning blow on her jaw that had her spinning face down onto the frosty ground.
 
   She tried to rise, but a foot in the small of her back held her down and the tip of a sword by her cheek prompted a certain stillness.  “Well, well.”  The hiss of the snakes grew louder as the Medusa bent closer.  “It seems the future can be changed after all.  Do you know who I am little girl?”
 
   “I know you, Dema.” Niarmit spat back.   “I know all your foul history.”
 
   “I am a soldier, little girl.  The greatest soldier there has ever have been.”
 
   “You are scum, honourless mercenary scum. Selling your sword, betraying your promises.  You are nothing.”
 
   “I keep my promises, all of them and I promised myself I would kill you.”
 
   “What of your promise to Hepdida!”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A girl you promised would be safe, a girl you handed over to Grundurg knowing full well how the beast would torture and rape her.”  Tears stung Niarmit’s eyes, though she could not tell if they were for her or the cousin she would never see again.  “You are no soldier, you are Maelgrum’s lackey and just as evil and dishonourable as him.”
 
   “Enough words, bitch.  I give you a choice.” Something dropped on the ground by Niarmit’s face.  It was a black gauze mask.  The serpents’ sibilant fury was reaching a crescendo as the Medusa spoke.   “You can choose how you end.  By my blade or my gaze.  Which is it be bitch.” The Medusa’s voice rose to a scream as she demanded, “sword or stone?”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was like a cold shower for the mind.  A flood of numbing images shot through his head. A smiling dark haired girl.  A grinning orc.  A sharp blade in the creature’s hand.  Dema. Dema smiling.  His friend Captain Thackery at the top of Sturmcairntor, his last gasped “why?”  Tears on a young girl’s cheeks.  And then there was the blue gate, the gate of fear but it disappeared.  The thing he feared was not the gate. After it came Dema all hissing snakes and bloodied sword, her unshielded eyes staring into his, chilling his flesh to stone.  Hepdida. The girl’s name was Hepdida.  How could he have forgotten?
 
   And there he was standing in the narrow gully.  A few yards ahead stood his Mistress, sword in hand bent low over a prone figure.  Her snakes hissing venom at the woman on the ground, the woman who had shouted of Hepdida and broken promises.
 
   “Sword or Stone?” Dema screamed.
 
   “Oh my Goddess,” Kimbolt murmured.  “What have I done?”   
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit waited for the pain of the blade.  She was not going to be anyone’s statue, nor was she going to give the abomination the satisfaction of an answer.  She tried not to tremble but death held more fears than dying.  Somewhere, the Helm was waiting to capture her soul and keep her forever separate from those she had loved, both in this world and the next.  She wished, oh she so wished she had told Hepdida to never wear the Helm.
 
   The weight on her back lessened as Dema leaned away for the killing blow.  “Sword, then bitch!” she cried.
 
   Niarmit shut her eyes and clenched her fists instinctively.
 
   The weight was suddenly gone from her back, the freedom she needed.  There was a soft thump. Niarmit rolled to one side, twisting to grab the knife from her boot and springing to her feet as Kaylan had taught her.  She did not see what she expected.
 
   A ragged outlander stood before her, a bloodied sword in his hand.  The Medusa lay stretched out on the floor, fingers scrabbling feebly at the ground, her snakes lethargically wriggling, as she tried to force herself up.  She coughed, without the strength to turn her head. A spray of blood speckled the ground beneath her.  “You lied to me,” she wheezed with a painful exhale. “You lied to me, bitch.”  And then she was still.
 
   Niarmit swung from the Medusa’s corpse to the man who had saved her.  He looked at her dumbly, the point of his sword still raised, tears running down his cheeks into his ragged beard.  “I am in your debt, sir,” Niarmit said, aware that he still had a sword while she had just a knife.  “What is your name?”
 
   He shook his head and waved her back with his sword.  She stepped away as he knelt beside the Medusa’s body, his eyes on Niarmit all the time.
 
   “Who are you, sir?”
 
   He shook his head.  “I was Kimbolt,” he said.  “Now I am nothing.”  He flung the Medusa’s corpse on its back and gazed into Dema’s dead open eyes.
 
   “No!” Niarmit screamed. “Don’t.”
 
   The man did not turn to stone, instead he shivered with sobs of grief.  Cautiously, Niarmit let her eyes slide over her fallen foe.  There were no snakes now.  Long blond hair was strewn across the ground.  The eyes that stared so blankly at the weeping Kimbolt were a deep brown hue.  She watched as he touched the body’s skin, ran a finger over her parted lips, traced the length of Rugan’s scar.
 
   “She’s warm,” he cried.  “Warmer than I’ve ever felt her.”
 
   Niarmit leapt past him to retrieve her sword from Dema’s discarded shield.  There were shouts and cries from along the gully, they had not long.
 
   She tugged the mournful Kimbolt by the hand but he would not move. “Come fool, there will be others along soon.”
 
   “I meant to die. I am meant to die,” he told her, stubbornly unmoving.
 
   “You tried to die and you didn’t.  It cannot be the Goddess’s plan for you to die, not today at least, Captain Kimbolt.”
 
   He shook his head.  She pulled again.
 
   “Come Kimbolt, Hepdida at least will be pleased to see you.”     
 
   His face creased in incomprehension.  “She lives?”
 
   “The girl lives. The orc is dead.  The rest of the story will have to wait until we are out of this fucking gully.  Now Kimbolt, for the love of the Goddess, come!”
 
   And at last he did.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Hepdida had reached an understanding with the horse.  All it took was enough oats and the animal would do whatever she required of it.  She clicked her tongue and the cob moved a little faster, threading its way between the trees.  There was a clearing ahead just as she had been given to expect.  It resembled the clearing in Hershwood so long ago and far away where she had first told Niarmit and the elves her tale.  There was even a twisted tree at its centre.  
 
   She slipped, more or less gracefully, from the saddle and looped the cob’s reins over a low branch.  He nuzzled at her hip for the purse in which she kept the oats.  A handful seemed to calm him, for the moment at least.  She hurried to the centre of the clearing crossing grass made crisp with the morning frost.  
 
   A protruding root twisting out of the ground afforded her a dry seat where she could draw her knees up to her chest. The knife was in her sleeve in case she should need have need of it. Kaylan made her carry it always.   She hoped she would not have to wait long.  The morning was cold and she felt the chill more sharply in the marks that Grundurg had left.
 
   She pulled the crumpled note from her purse.  It had been beneath her pillow, left after her bed had been made that morning.  She read it again, a simple servant scrawl, not unlike her own writing.  ‘I saw who went to the nursery the nite the elf bitch was killed.  It wasn’t your friend done it. I’m scared. Meet me at the great oak an hour after sun up.  Come alone or I run.’  She looked around, trying to remember the faces of the many servants who had attended on them since they had arrived.  Rugan seemed to maintain a constant rotation of maids and footmen to his guests, wary of any of them forming any bond with the outsiders.  But one of them it seemed had done so, reaching out to Hepdida. 
 
   A breeze gathered pace across the clearing making Hepdida pull the riding cloak more tightly about her shoulders. She whistled for warmth and looked down at her feet.   The ground was scuffed, a few broken twigs had been trodden underfoot, but not by her feet. That was when she saw it.
 
   She wasn’t sure at first, didn’t dare to believe it.  She even turned her head to see if the object was simply fooling her and if a different angle might reveal it all as a harmless leaf, or misplaced piece of forest furniture.  She was trembling as she reached down towards it.  Her fingers touched the leather lanyard, a worn cord.  A fear seized her gut even at that small contact.
 
   She swallowed hard and dragged on the cord, pulling the object free from the tangle of roots until it dangled like a pendant on a necklace.  But this was not a pendant.  It was a thick black disc, a medallion of ill intent.  She could not supress the shaking, could not forget the last time she had seen such an object.  Her wounds weeping in Grundurg’s tent when the foul orc had pulled out just such a black disc as this and destroyed her hope with the assurance,  “Snake lady not coming.  Master talk to Grundurg, talk to Grundurg through this, this big magic.”  
 
   It couldn’t be him.  Niarmit said he was dead, Tordil said he was dead.  They had both seen the orc’s headless corpse while Hepdida had rolled in delirium.
 
   There was a crack in the woods behind her.  Hepdida froze. ‘Oh Crap!’ she thought, trying to reach for her knife.  But fear had literally frozen her.  She could not move a muscle. Oh shit, this wasn’t fear.  This was something else.  She tried to blink, she tried to turn.  Another noise, closer now, coming up behind her. The medallion swung in the breeze from her paralysed outstretched hand. She couldn’t move. She’d been so stupid. ‘Oh, Niarmit – I’m sorry.’
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Thom was dirty, sweating and happy.  The scrabble back along the north side of the pass had brought its moments of intense fear.  Several times it had been necessary to jump gaps of varying distances where the ledge they were following had disappeared into the steep rock face.  But now the encampment at the crest of the pass was in sight and the path had broadened into a gentle slope down to the floor of the saddle shaped Gap of Tandar.  Now he could savour not just success, or even his part in their success.  As he walked by the head of the short column of elven and human archers, he could reflect on a still greater achievement.
 
   As though in echo of his inner thoughts, a hand clapped him heavily once more on the shoulder.  “I meant it Thom,” Tordil said.  “You did well there.”
 
   Thom stumbled for words, ‘thank you’ seemed unnecessary, ‘I know’ would be arrogant.  Instead he dipped his head in quick dumb nods, with the excessive eagerness of a small child offered a treat. 
 
   “I did say so, Captain.” Elyas bore up on the illusionist’s other side. “I told you young Thom had done us good service and would do so again.”
 
   “Aye, well hiding those ropes from sight so the enemy would think they’d hurried into a trap for us rather than themselves.” Tordil set his mouth in measured appreciation of the feat.  “It was good.” 
 
   “And multiplying our archers and our arrows when we wanted to climb free,” Elyas reminded him.  “It sent them scurrying for cover.”
 
   “But it was your flames that destroyed the enemy, Captain” Thom hurried to dispense credit as freely as he appeared to be receiving it.  “My powers are only to deceive and confuse.  I didn’t kill anyone, or make them burn.”
 
   Tordil slowed his pace, chewing his lip in thought. “Yes, Thom, you didn’t. And that’s no bad thing.  You didn’t kill anyone and you haven’t killed anyone either of theirs or ours. May be the Goddess will spare you that …. that experience.”  He sighed, “I have been less gracious or grateful than I should have.  I should not have held against you the service you were previously drafted into. I’m sorry.”  
 
   Thom felt his skin blush crimson at the elf Captain’s frank apology.  Elyas ruffled the illusionist’s hair with a laugh.  “See Captain, you embarrass our poor Thom.  He is too used to being kicked and abused.”
 
   “Er… yes,” Thom agreed glancing from one smiling elven face to another.  “Let me know when things will get back to normal.”
 
   “All things change, Thom.  Even after five centuries an elf can learn a little humility.”  
 
   “I hope that fortune has smiled as kindly on her Majesty.”  Elyas’s eyes scanned the milling soldiers in the camp for some sign of how Niarmit’s party had fared.
 
   “She tempts the Goddess that one,” Tordil said.  “To resolve on destroying the engines of war and freeing the prisoners, it was bold!” 
 
   “And burning the dead! She did set the wagons ablaze,”  Thom added.  “I saw it from the cliff top.”
 
   Tordil shook his head and muttered, “bold or mad, I know not which Thom.”
 
   “I see her!” Elyas shouted.  “There by the priests’ tents.” He laughed.  “Ah, Sir Ambrose’s chaplains are put to work again, delivering succour to the sick.  It will not be long before they ask the big knight for a sword and demand to stand in the battle line as simple soldiers, rather than always be dispensing the Grace of the Goddess.”
 
   The trio had unconsciously picked up the pace when Elyas spotted Niarmit.  As they scampered down the slope it was not far short of a race to be the first to report how good fortune had attended their endeavours. 
 
   The Queen was ministering to the freed prisoners with absolute concentration, symbol in one hand, the other on the bodies of the sick, easing their fevers.  Though the elves had got there first, Thom had caught up with them before Niarmit rose and turned to face them.
 
   “It went well with you then, Captain.”
 
   “Exceptionally so, your Majesty.  Not just the siege engines, but half the troops that escorted them are destroyed, turned all to ash.” He nodded towards the weak but smiling refugees.  “I see the prisoners were all freed as well.”
 
   She gave a slow pensive nod and Thom thought her weariness quite understandable, after the night’s exertions.  But then she shivered, shaking off an unhappy thought.  “It was a little bit close to call at one point, Captain,” she admitted.  “You may be right, that I demand too much of the Goddess’s favour with fate.”
 
   There was a murmuring amongst the prisoners, a low hum that grew angry like bees. An audible spit that stunned Thom and then he saw a newcomer.   A man with a ragged beard, dressed in outlander garb, yet no prisoner for he still carried his sword as he walked past the resting refugees.  It was he that had drawn their disgust, a wave of surly looks, catcalls, mistimed kicks and phlegmy spit.  Energy that the sick could surely not spare.
 
   “Who is this, your Majesty?” Tordil’s hand had flown to his sword hilt in an instinctive first response to the newcomer’s appearance. Leaving his hand still resting on the slender weapon was a more deliberate choice.
 
   “He is a friend,” Niarmit answered, despite the foul names and curses that the sick hurled at him.
 
   The man had the good grace to bow his head at the abuse, offering no defence or rebuke to those who but a few hours earlier had themselves been entirely defenceless.
 
   Tordil frowned.  “I should trust your judgement, your Majesty.  You have proved me wrong before, but it seems this fellow may have some accusations to answer. Who is he?”
 
   Niarmit looked at the disconsolate outlander, a picture of misery in his freedom.  “Captain Tordil, this is Captain Kimbolt.” Neither soldier extended a hand to the other, content instead with the slightest nod of courtesy.
 
   “Kimbolt?” Thom asked.  “Hepdida’s Kimbolt?”
 
   At the mention of the girl’s name, the Captain swung his gaze on the illusionist with an expression of haunted hope. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Giseanne had struggled to balance the demands of Regency which made Rugan her vassal and the demands of matrimony where, in Rugan’s view at least, the positions were reversed.  They had moved forward, sometimes in a series of jagged steps to reach the outcome she desired by a path Rugan had not anticipated.  Word had been sent to Nordsalve, Oostsalve and Salicia.  The garrison in the Eastern lands would be withdrawn as soon as passage could be arranged, the Prince of Oostsalve had been told to part with the rest of his troops and the Lady Isobel would stop cowering behind the fast flowing River Derrach and prepare to take an offensive against the invader.  It was progress, but it was also good to have a moment just the two of them.  Baby Andros had gurgled happily in his father’s arms until the wet-nurse arrived for his feed and now the half-elf Prince and his human lady were free to talk, unencumbered by any audience.
 
   “You really think they are your brothers’ children?” Rugan asked as he settled beside her in a chair overlooking the gardens.  
 
   When she nodded, he exclaimed, “both of them?”
 
   “Yes, I believe it, Rugan.  They are my close kin I am sure of it.”
 
   Rugan sunk deeper in his chair, resting steepled fingers against his mouth.  “I still say she must prove it.”
 
   “She will Rugan.  You did not see her as a child, there were few could stand against her.  Matteus did well in bringing her up unaided.  In bringing morality and discipline to that tenacity of purpose.”
 
   “She’s a stubborn mule who has much to learn about rulership.  I’ll not trust my people to her whims.”
 
   “She’s a quick study, Rugan.  May be you should tutor her in rulership.”
 
   He laughed at that, though she was only half joking.  “I do not think I and the Lady Niarmit are yet ready to exchange lessons.”
 
   There was a crash as the doors opened and both Prince and Regent spun to see what had occasioned the disturbance.  Rugan was on his feet.  His fingers twitched towards the sword he had taken to wearing about the palace since Kychelle’s murder. 
 
   “Sister!” he exclaimed.  “These are my private quarters.  How dare…”
 
   “What is amiss, Seneschal?” Giseanne waved her husband into silence, taking in more quickly than he the dis-shelved distress which shrouded Quintala.   
 
   “Hepdida,” the Seneschal gulped.  “It is the Princess Hepdida?”
 
   “What of her? Does she need another frock?” Rugan’s anger at the intrusion had not yet dissipated.
 
   “Quiet, husband.  Seneschal speak.”
 
   “She had taken to riding alone, she left the stables this morning.  She has not returned.”
 
   “It is barely afternoon,” Rugan harrumphed.  “I sometimes ride for days.”
 
   Giseanne understood Quintala’s concern, the Princess was no horsewoman fit or keen for a long ride.
 
   “Her horse is back.  Riderless.”
 
   Rugan’s disdain softened into genuine reassurance.  “We all fall from horses, Seneschal.  Like as not she is following the animal home bruised and on foot.  Probably not far from the palace and well on the way to being a better rider.”
 
   Quintala shook her head unhappily and Giseanne seized her husband’s arm.  “I know,” the Prince said, patting his wife’s hand.  “We will send out riders to help her home.”
 
   “Kaylan is already out there,” Quintala said.  “I will go straight after him from here.”
 
   Giseanne dug her fingers into the Prince’s wrist.  “You go too, Rugan,” she said, eyes wide with fear. “You go.  Go and find my niece.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Where is she?” In his haste Odestus made an ungainly dismount.  It took him several sideways steps to recover his balance but for once he did not give a fig who saw the high and mighty Governor stumble, nor begrudge the bruising ride his feckless steed had given him.  “Where is she, Willem?”
 
   The big outlander gestured towards a narrow defile cut by nature into the southern cliff face.
 
   “You left her there?” Odestus screamed.  “You left her.”
 
   The outlander shrugged.  “No one would go near.”
 
   “Maybe she’s not dead.”
 
   “Oh she’s dead all right, but even dead they’re still scared of her. This is the snake lady remember.”
 
   “What of Kimbolt?  He wouldn’t have left her.”
 
   “The bed slave?” Willem raised an eyebrow and pointed north to a gully its side blackened with smoke.  “Must have been burnt to buggery with the rest, by those bastard elves.  Haven’t seen hide nor hair since before the trebuchets went up.  Reckon he’s ash and she’ll soon be dust.”
 
   “Come,” Odestus commanded, striding south.  When Willem didn’t follow, he called again.  “Come, Willem, we cannot leave her there.”
 
   “I’ve got things to do here.”  Willem grunted.
 
   “What? What things?”
 
   “I’m pulling them back, abandoning these positions.”
 
   “Dema would never…”
 
   “Dema is dead, mister wizard.  The red headed witch has got all the boys spooked.  They’re saying she can’t be defeated, they’re saying she can’t be killed.”
 
   “They used to say that about Dema.”
 
   “And look what’s happened, mister wizard.” Willem waved up the slope towards the unseen crest of the pass.  “If that witch came out and farted at the front line she’d have them running all the way back to Listcairn and I’m not sure they’d even stop there.  I’m pulling them back while I can still pretend it’s my choice not hers.”
 
   “But Dema?”
 
   “She’s gone.”
 
   Odestus glared at the outlander, hands on his hips.  “I’m going to get her, myself.”
 
   “Careful, little wizard, it could be dangerous, sure as shit was for the snake lady.”
 
   “Well then you can explain to the Master how you let me walk up that defile all by myself.”  Odestus turned and stomped away, not too fast but fast enough.
 
   “Hold up, mister wizard,” Willem hailed from behind him.  “I’m coming.” There was a barked order and a couple of nomads abandoned their packing of bedrolls at the outlander’s command.
 
   It was a narrow twisting crevice in the rock where one could not see far more than a few yards ahead.  All the way Odestus prayed to a Goddess he had forsaken that it would not be true, but it was.  They rounded a corner and there she was, lying on her back, staring sightlessly up at the sliver of cold blue sky bounded by two walls of rock. 
 
   If her stillness had not convinced him, the blood that pooled beneath her and ran down the gentle slope could not be disbelieved.  Willem and the nomads turned sideways, creeping towards her by touch more than sight, but Odestus had seen the blond hair stretched across the ground and he approached unblinking, trying to remember every detail so it could torture his days and haunt his nights for months to come.
 
     There was blood at her mouth, an ugly broken wound beneath her collar bone where the blade had broken through flesh and bone and chain mail. He gasped, hand flying to his lips to stop the very thought.  She had been struck from behind.  Of course, who would dare to have faced Dema? How else could she have been beaten? 
 
   He knelt at her side, picking up the black gauze from where it had fallen and pushing it into his pocket.  She lay there, blond hair strewn across the stone and those deep brown eyes.  Her skin was cold beneath his touch, her face a blur as hot wet tears dripped from Odestus’ eyes.
 
   “She is not how she used to be,” Willem murmured, finally grown brave enough to look.
 
   Odestus shook his head, scattering salty tears.  “No Willem, no, she is exactly how she used to be.”
 
   “We should cover her face,” the outlander said after a moment’s pause.
 
   “No, Willem, not yet.” Odestus mumbled.  “A moment longer please.  I’ve waited twenty years to look into her eyes.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “He’s found her!” The call went up and Giseanne turned towards the clamour to see her husband emerging from the woods.  He was on foot, his horse following obediently behind.  He carried the girl in his arms, dark hair and hands trailing, her head lolling against the half-elf’s chest.
 
   “He’s found her.” the cry was duller.  Sharp relief blunted by the Prince’s sombre gait.
 
   There was a movement further south along the treeline a man so far away.  Kaylan, running faster than Giseanne had thought a man could run.  Charging past the jogging servants and soldiers who had been party to this search.  On Rugan’s other side Quintala hurried towards her brother in graceful haste but she stopped when still some yards short of her quarry, not daring to approach closer.
 
   The crowd of searchers gathered and then parted to create an avenue of silence by which Rugan could approach his wife.   He walked slowly, each gentle step rocking the Princess in his arms.  Giseanne looked for a smile, for a twist to his lips, for some flicker of joy in her husband’s expression.  She found none and flung both hands to her mouth while her heart pounded in her chest.
 
   There was a commotion as Kaylan crashed into the back of the crowd of onlookers, fighting his way through them with feet and fists, though they were quite ready to step aside.  The thief was screaming.  “She’s not dead.”  He shouted.  “She’s not dead!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It had been a dark alley, a merchant taking a short cut home.  There was no danger in that.  The Salved Kingdom was the safest in the whole world.  A child could walk unharmed from Sturmcairn to Oostport so what fear had a merchant in one little alleyway.  And there she had found him.
 
   “Hello, little wizard,” she had said.
 
   “What, who,” he had stammered, his wits a little slowed by three short glasses of green liqueur.
 
   “Hello, little wizard.” She had walked towards him all tall and graceful, closing the distance between them in a couple of strides.
 
   “I don’t know who, er that is,  I think you have mistaken me for someone else.”
 
   “No mistake, little wizard,” she had been close enough for him to inhale her scent.  Blond hair flowing over her shoulders, brown eyes staring into his.
 
   “Who are you?” His addled brain had grasped a concrete question.
 
   “My name is Dema, little wizard, but I like to think that I am your opportunity, and you are mine.” 
 
   Odestus breathed in deeply, trying to capture the memory of that scent two decades and a hundred leagues away in the cold tower of Listcairn.  It eluded him.  He tipped up the bottle. It was empty.  A whole bottle of the sickly liqueur which she despised all gone.  What would Dema say to that? Nothing, Dema would say nothing not now, not evermore.
 
   He fumbled around his neck for the black medallion.  The Master should hear of this. He glanced out of the window, the Sun was some way short of setting.  It was too early for the Master’s audience.  Bugger that, let’s drag the bastard back from which ever plane he is partying in.  There is misery to be shared and that undead miser of joy should take his piece of it.
 
   Odestus folded his hands around the black disk, breathing hard and trying to fight the waves of nausea as his liqueur dinner threatened to assault his taste buds from behind.   Only in the direst emergencssssssssy should a good ssssssservant of Maelgrum sssssssseeek to ssssssssssumon the massssster, he parodied the undead lord in his head.  Well, you bastard, he thought.  This is such a time, come into my head and share it.
 
   The force of Maelgrum’s arrival in his mind was almost physical, a ball of vomit shot up his throat and could only just be swallowed away, leaving a sickly aftertaste.  The liqueur didn’t taste any better the second time.
 
   What issss the meaning of thisss, Odessstusss?
 
   Emergency, it was hard to keep the slur from his thoughts.
 
   What ailsss you, Odessstuss?  Beside the raging fury the wizard could sense his Master’s curiosity.  It took a lot to surprise Maelgrum, a sensation that either amused or inflamed him.  Odestus no longer cared which.
 
   You need to know. Odestus flung the thought at Maelgrum.  A vision of the empty bottle striking the undead lord in the face filled the wizard’s mind. 
 
   Where are your witsss, Odessstusss, are you drunk? 
 
   The wizard’s mind was black with Maelgrum’s rage, a cold fury that had his teeth chattering. Right, Odestus wrestled a thought free. Not amused then.
 
   Tell me why you have sssummoned me, Odessstusss, or I will go and take your addled mind with me, ssso that only a vacant ssshell remainsss ssssitting in your own pissss and sssqualor.
 
   Dema’s dead, he screamed it in his head. Pictured himself yelling those two words over and over again in the blackened holes where Maelgrum’s ears had been.  He didn’t care, nothing mattered, let Maelgrum take him he’d already lived twenty years too long, saved by Dema’s charity. 
 
   But no fury came, only silence, a calm more terrible than the anger. It hasss happened then! Maelgrum’s thought echoed around the little wizard’s skull. When? How?
 
   In the Gap of Tandar, she was ambushed struck down from behind.
 
   Who elssse sssaw thisss happen?
 
   No-one, no-one was there.  She died alone. The thought wrenched another sob within his mind.  He felt Maelgrum flick his grief away in irritation.
 
   That isss good, Maelgrum muttered. It isss sssimpler that way.
 
   Good?! Odestus’s brain screamed. What is good in this?
 
   Where isss the body now?
 
   Atop her funeral pyre, we will bid her farewell in flame at sunset.
 
   Noooooo!  
 
   The rage filled Odestus’s skull with a presence which threatened to squash his own mind out of existence.  He slid down in his chair, face contorted, grimacing with an instinctive fight for sanity in the furious torrent that was his master’s anger.  
 
   You will not dessstroy her body.
 
   Why? The thought evaporated from the surface of Odestus’s conscience.
 
   Ssshe isss mine, Odessstusss.
 
   The little wizard found his voice at last as the tsunami of undead ire receded. You ignored her when she was alive, why care now it is too late.  She’s dead.  Our forces in the pass are defeated and in retreat.  Niarmit could come storming down the valley and none would try to stop her and all because you ostracised and neglected Dema.  You wasted her talents, setting Galen against her.
 
   I had no choicsse, Odessstusss. But do not take me for a fool.  The passss will be held and in the Ssspring, the ressst of Eadran’sss wretched realmsss will fall under my sssway and all of Eadran’sss ssspawn will perisssh.
 
   Odestus was sweating, the alcohol driven from his system by the probing menace of his master.  Where must I bury her then?
 
   I will come to you, Odessstusss.  Let me pay my ressspectsss before we inter the lady.  You mussst open a gate for me. Thisss Lisstcairn isss a placsse I have not visssited before, one of Eadran’sss new sssettlementsss.
 
   Master. The fight was gone from the little wizard.  Dema would not have faltered, she would have railed and stormed against the undead will.  The last thought Odestus shared with his master, before beginning the conjuration that would open a pathway through the planes, was that in this as in everything he had failed Dema.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The scrawny little wizard would just not give up.  The more Kimbolt sought solitude, the more Thom sought him out with cheerful reassurance.
 
   “It will be well, Captain Kimbolt,” the boy was babbling. “We all do things under duress. The enemy makes us do it, but he doesn’t make us evil, not so long as we fight and remember in our hearts who we are.”  
 
   Kimbolt looked at him blankly.  “You climbed all the way up here to tell me that?”  He ground out the question.
 
   His tone had discomforted the illusionist.  Thom looked around and down, at the encampment and then beyond to the land of Medyrsalve stretching away on the other side of the Palacintas.  “Well,” he said at length. “There was the view as well.  It’s a nice view.”
 
   Kimbolt nodded. “It is a great view, I was enjoying it. On my own.”
 
   “But you don’t have to, not on your own.  Escaping from Maelgrum and his servants, you’re not alone.  I’ve done it too. You will find acceptance here.” He reached for Kimbolt’s arm.  “I know what you’re feeling.”
 
   In an instant Kimbolt’s hand was on the illusionist’s throat.  “You know nothing boy.  You know nothing about me or what I feel or think, or what I did.”
 
   He relaxed his grip and Thom settled back on his haunches rubbing his neck.  “You’re not like I expected. Not how she described you.”
 
   “Who? Hepdida?”
 
   “She said you were brave and kind.”
 
   “Maybe I was.  People change.”
 
   “Whatever you did Kimbolt, it wasn’t you.”
 
   Kimbolt sighed.  It was a seductive idea, that he had merely been a dupe.  When Prince Xander, in Udecht’s guise, had enchanted him in Sturmcairn and led him to betray the fortress, aye then maybe he had been a dupe.  Powerless in the grip of a sorcerer’s spell.  But Dema?  He had known what he was doing. By the Goddess he had suggested using living beings, women and children, as ammunition for the monstrous trebuchet.   What kind of rational madness had seized him? What kind of creature had he become?
 
   “It will get better,” Thom assured him.  “When you see Hepdida again you will feel more at ease.”  He stood up and took a step down the path.  “I’m going now.  Don’t think you have to be alone though.”
 
   Kimbolt was minded to say nothing, or to assert that he liked ‘alone’ but a movement at the Eastern foot of the pass drew his attention.  A horse ridden fast, too fast.  “Who is that fool, he’ll kill the animal!” 
 
   Thom brushed his eyes with his thumbs in a strangely elaborate gesture and peered towards the distant rider.  “That’s no man,” he exclaimed, though how he could tell at this distance Kimbolt could not fathom.  “That’s Seneschal Quintala.  Come, if you hurry we may beat her to camp.  Come on, Captain, you’ll like Quintala.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The shouts outside the tent grew louder and closer until Niarmit told the knight.  “Forgive me, Sir Ambrose, This plan will have to wait.”
 
   “No matter, Lady Niarmit,” he assured her.  “The enemy are hardly threatening our position now.  There is plenty of space and time for us to consider our counter-attack.”
 
   Niarmit stepped outside the tent as Quintala arrived on a slavering horse which promptly collapsed, ribs heaving, as the half-elf leapt to the ground.  “What is it Seneschal? Why such haste?”  The first questions came easily, the Queen merely processing the fact of the winded horse and the windswept half-elf.  But when Quintala made no early answer, when the half-elf having ridden at such ruinous haste had not the words or the courage to begin her message, then a cold fear gripped at Niarmit.  She scanned the half-elf’s face.  Devoid of mischief or amusement, drawn and sombre.
 
   “What is…” Niarmit could not finish the question.  With each passing second of silence the tide of fear gripped at her.
 
   “No!” she murmured.
 
   The half-elf blinked a mournful yes.  “Something has happened, your Majesty, Hepdida…. she’s”
 
   “Not dead?” Niarmit had to ask.
 
   There was an inhuman groan, from amongst the crowd that had gathered around this hasty emissary. Niarmit followed the source of the noise to see Kimbolt a picture of despair.
 
   The half-elf shook her head.  “It’s worse than that, your Majesty.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Four
 
   Kimbolt had never ridden so hard.  He spurred his slavering horse on after the galloping pair ahead.  Even in the mad charge across Morsalve to the battle of the Derrach gorge, Dema had let her elite troops and her captive slave enjoy a night of rest.  Yet now he survived on the illusory fragments of sleep snatched while fresh mounts were saddled.  He had lost count of how many times they had changed horses and it was only by wrapping the reins around his wrists that he had saved himself from falling off. 
 
   Riding through the night, he and Niarmit were reliant for guidance on the half-elf’s eyesight and their own ability to follow the shadows and the thunder of her ride.  The smooth perfection of Rugan’s roads had eased their passage.  But now a bone penetrating fatigue had Kimbolt dozing in the turbulent saddle, eyes half closing even as his heels dug into the horse’s flanks. 
 
   The long tree-lined avenue turned and broadened into a huge courtyard before a towering palace.  Kimbolt would have ridden straight across the plaza, his brain dulled of all thought save the need to ride and ride.  However, ahead of him the half-elf and the Queen had brought their winded steeds to a halt and his own mount gratefully followed suit.  The Queen slipped from her saddle, barely less exhausted than Kimbolt, but the Seneschal was at her side to catch and ease her dismount.  Kimbolt was less tidy in his stumble to the ground, legs numb with riding, balance floored by the unaccustomed solidity beneath his feet. 
 
   Attendants rushed from beneath the colonnaded portico gushing welcomes as they seized the horses’ reins.  One colourful flunky reached to steady Niarmit as she stumbled but the support was shaken away.  “Where is she?” the Queen demanded of no-one and everyone.
 
   “In my chambers, Lady Niarmit,”  a newcomer to the welcome party announced.  Kimbolt, scarcely less easy on his feet than the Queen, looked up at the swarthy figure.  His manner, his dark hair and saturnine beard were distinctive enough without the flaunting of his pointed ears to mark out the other half-elf.  
 
   Niarmit nodded an acknowledgement at the Prince of Medyrsalve.  “I must go to her.”  The first step was nearly the Queen’s undoing, legs too tired to lift her feet, her boot caught the lip of the stone step.   Rugan caught her arm to check her fall.
 
   She glowered at him.
 
   “You must rest, Lady Niarmit.” The Prince commanded.  “You are exhausted.”
 
   “Take me to her, Rugan.”
 
   The Prince seemed ready to argue but then, as Niarmit’s fingers dug into his arm and her gaze bored into his head, he relented.  “This way.”
 
   Kimbolt lurched unsteadily after them, his eyes concentrating on the Queen’s back as his brain dumbly put one foot approximately infront of the other through a maze of palace corridors. There was a sudden obstruction between them, pikes crossed infront of his face as the guards he had barely registered barred his way.   So somnolent was his gait that he blundered into the weapons before he could stop himself.
 
   “Who are you?” a voice demanded. “What business have you in the Prince’s chambers?”
 
   Exhaustion dulled his wits and stole his speech.  He pointed after Rugan and Niarmit, mumbling some plea to follow them.  None of it impressed the pikemen until Quintala, unreasonably fresh from their frantic ride, leant her assistance.  “He is with the Queen, I can vouch for him.”  The half-elf’s assurance earned him admittance but he could do no more than blink his eyes in gratitude.
 
   The Seneschal smiled and threaded her arm through his.  Quintala’s sure direction guided them along marbled corridors and through great oaken doors until at last he stumbled into a dimly lit bedchamber.  
 
   Despite the freezing night, the shutters were open admitting a steady draft of fresh air to sweep away the fetid stench of sickness.  It was a huge bed, made larger by the tiny frail shape in its midst. Impressions of the room’s other occupants dimly registered on Kimbolt’s brain. A lady with long dark hair was rising sleepily from a chair by the foot of the bed extending her hand to Rugan. A round faced priestess with rosy cheeks and hollowed eyes was standing by the side of the bed speaking in soft quick words to Niarmit.  The Queen had eyes for none but the small invalid at the room’s centre.  The same sight drove the torpor from Kimbolt’s senses as he looked again at the girl he had sworn to protect through and with his own unfailing obedience to Dema.
 
   Her skin was yellow, her lips purple, beads of sweat glistened on her forehead despite the chill winter air. White lines were scored across her cheeks.  Her breathing was so slight and shallow that Kimbolt had to hold himself completely still to even perceive it. Her shrouded form barely broke the smooth line of the bedclothes, themselves far too thin for the season.
 
   As Niarmit fell to her knees at the bedside, Kimbolt heard the lady behind him speak.  “She is much better than she was, Lady Niarmit. Deaconess Rhodra here has worked tirelessly to invoke the Goddess’s grace on your cousin’s behalf and Bishop Sorenson has also leant his aid.”
 
   The Queen’s hand stretched across the bed reaching for Hepdida’s.  She gripped it tightly, muttered some half-heard words of greeting, smoothed the girl’s brow with her other hand. “She is hot and her skin is slack.” Niarmit pinched the flesh of her cousin’s arm into a stiff peak that persisted even after she let go.  “She needs water, can she drink?”
 
   “There is a sponge, Lady Niarmit,” the Deaconess gestured to a bowl by the bed.  “We find if we dampen her lips and squeeze a little in, she swallows it.  We have added honey to the water too.”
 
   “Has she wakened? Has she said anything?”
 
   “Aye, Lady Niarmit an hour or so perhaps twice a day, around dawn and dusk.  But she is the grip of fever and she says little that makes sense,” the dark haired lady spoke.
 
   “She knows not where she is Lady Niarmit, or who she is,”  Rugan said.  Kimbolt saw the look that passed between the Lady and the Prince, her hand tightening on his while he patted her arm.  “Giseanne, it will do the Lady Niarmit no good to hide the truth.”
 
   “Truth? What truth?”  the Queen demanded.
 
   “We have seen this sickness before.  My wife has seen the illness run its ugly course. This is no time for false hope,” Rugan said heavily.
 
     “By the Goddess’s grace there is always hope,” Niarmit insisted with grim determination, fatigue for the moment in abeyance.  “Where and when did you see an illness the like of this, Giseanne?”
 
   Giseanne clasped her hands together, her eyes hooded with remembered sorrow.  “It was my father,” she said.  “This is the self- same ailment that carried King Bulveld to his grave, despite my nursing and the many prayers and invocations of my brother Udecht.  There can be no doubt. Your cousin suffers the same affliction.”
 
   “Let me then trespass on the Goddess’s favour,” Niarmit declared. “And see if my entreaties are better answered than my uncle Udecht’s were.”
 
   The Deaconess raised a hand to try and dissuade the Queen, but Niarmit had already dragged her own crescent symbol free and was beginning the prayer of healing.  “Sanaret servum tuum carus dea.”  Kimbolt felt the Goddess’s favour in the room, but saw too how the effort drained all energy from the Queen.  Her voice faltered and failed half-way through a second invocation as her head slumped onto the bedclothes.  For all that exertion, he saw a little easing in Hepdida’s breathing, a little fading of the ghastly yellow pallor of her skin. 
 
   There was a crash behind them and a voice calling, “my Lady, where is my Lady, I must speak with her.”
 
   Kimbolt spun wearily round as a thin rangy man blundered into the room.  His chin was stubbled with neglect, his eyes haunted, and his clothes had the crumpled slept in look of a man who had spent a week on the trail, rather than in the hospitality of a palace. He gave an inhuman squeak of alarm, hand flying to his mouth when he saw the form of Niarmit stretched oblivious on the bed. 
 
   “Easy Kaylan,” Quintala said.  “Her Majesty has ridden and prayed her way into a long owed sleep.   Let her and her cousin rest, you may speak with her in the morning.”
 
   Kaylan surveyed the room, absorbing the Seneschal’s words, but still unwilling to abide by them.  His eyes alighted on Kimbolt, swaying a little on his feet as his body clamoured for the same rest that Niarmit had slipped into.
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “This is Captain Kimbolt,” Quintala made the introduction.  “A friend of the Princess.  He insisted on coming when he heard she was so ill.”
 
   Kimbolt blinked slowly, glimpsing in a series of separate images, the hardening in Kaylan’s expression, the movement of his hand, a fist flying across the space between them.  In truth he may have been asleep a fraction of a second before the blow crashed into his jaw, if not he certainly was afterwards, finding, like Niarmit, an unexpected route into the slumber he had too long denied himself.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit woke in a soft bed beneath warm covers and was instantly on edge.  The unsettling comfort had seduced her senses and dulled her wits.  Now cold reality flooded through her mind.  Hepdida! 
 
   She flung aside the blankets and leapt from the bed.  In the gloom of winter’s pre-dawn filtering through the shutters, her eyes made out the familiar bedchamber within her old quarters. There was an edge of yellow light beneath the door and she wrenched it open, momentarily blinded by the bright illumination of the sitting room.
 
   “I trust you are rested, your Majesty,” the lilt of Quintala’s voice welcomed her.  The half-elf was in repose on one of the couches, looking refreshed and alert.  
 
   “Do you never sleep, Seneschal?” Niarmit growled suddenly aware of the dryness of her mouth and a hunger in her belly.
 
   “More than an elf, less than a man,” the half-elf replied.  
 
   Niarmit balled her fists to rub the sleep from her eyes.  “I would I had your stamina.”
 
   Quintala gave a half-smile. “There is much more to being a half-elf than heightened endurance, your Majesty.  I doubt you would enjoy the whole package of my life.”
 
   “Hepdida?”
 
   “She sleeps still.  Word will be sent the instant that she wakes.”
 
   The door behind Quintala creaked open.  “I heard voices,” Kimbolt mumbled emerging into the sitting room.
 
   “What happened to you, Captain?” Niarmit asked at the sight of the bruise shadowing the side of Kimbolt’s jaw, a livid purple core within a spreading penumbra of yellows and greens which groped towards his chin and neck.
 
   “Nothing,” the Captain insisted, wincing with the pain of speaking.
 
   “Who did this, Kimbolt?”
 
   “Someone who had every right to do so,” was the Captain’s only reply.
 
   Niarmit glowered and turned to the half-elf.  “Do you have the answer to this riddle, Seneschal?”
 
   Quintala frowned in turn, looking from Captain to Queen as the former gave a brief shake of his head and the latter raised an eyebrow in enquiry. The half-elf’s dilemma was postponed by a short firm rap at the door.  She leapt from the seat and pulled the door open herself, surprising the curate Merlow on the point of making another knock.
 
   “Come in, father,” Quintala bid with a bow and a flourish.
 
   Niarmit saw the curate’s suspicious glance, unsure how far the half-elf mocked him with her excess of courtesy.  “What is it, father?” the Queen demanded.
 
   “My master the Bishop Sorenson, sent me,” Merlow replied with a slight inclination of his head.  He had folded his arms inside his sleeves and stood straight and tall so he could look down his nose at the room’s occupants.  His humble station as a lowly curate might make him their social inferior, but Merlow in his stance and his disdain seemed determined to exude his moral and spiritual supremacy.
 
   “Why did he send you, pray tell?”  Quintala prompted.
 
   “He has been attending on the Lady Hepdida, these last few hours.  He sent me to tell you…”
 
   The curate had to step aside, his message incomplete, as Niarmit brushed past him into the cloistered corridor beyond.   “Tell me on the way,” Niarmit barked.
 
   Despite his long legs, the curate had to half walk half run to keep pace with the Queen’s quick strides.   “His reverence thought you would like to know that the Lady Hepdida has awakened.”
 
   “That is good.”  When Merlow made no response, Niarmit snapped, “it is good is it not?”
 
   Merlow shrugged.  “She wakes each day, Lady Niarmit, it seems to be part of the slow progress of the disease.”
 
   “Sorenson attends on her?”
 
   “He and Deaconness Rhodra have in turns begged the grace of the Goddess to ease the young lady’s suffering.  The Deaconess retired to rest a little after midnight.”
 
   “That is good of the Bishop.”
 
   “The Lady Regent was most insistent,” the curate said.  “No effort has been spared on your companion’s behalf.  All those ordained in the service of the Goddess have laid healing hands upon the lady.”
 
   “Including you Merlow?”
 
   The curate’s mouth twitched in a brief uncomfortable smile. “I strove to aid the Lady Hepdida, as many did.  However it seems that it is numbers of years spent in the service of the Goddess rather than the purity of one’s faith which earns sufficient grace to bring the young woman some ease.”
 
   “Your prayers went unanswered?”
 
   “Only the Bishop and the Deaconess have so far had any power to salve the Lady’s suffering.  The Lady Regent has required they attend her continuously between them.” 
 
   “Thank you for trying, father.”
 
   The gratitude confused the curate. Merlow bobbed his head and simpered uncomfortably at approbation from a quarter he despised for a kindness he had failed to deliver.
 
   Rugan and Giseanne had given over one of their own chambers for Hepdida’s sick-room, deep in the heart of the Prince’s private suite.  As Niarmit entered, Hepdida was thrashing from side to side and kicking at the bedclothes while Bishop Sorenson gripped her hand and invoked the power of the Goddess.
 
   The prayer eased her torment and Hepdida’s wild movements faded to little more than twitches.  Her eyes were open, scanning the room. They fixed on Niarmit.  “I know you,” she said through dry cracked lips.
 
   “Of course you do,” the Queen replied hastening to the bedside opposite the Bishop.  “It is me, Niarmit, your cousin.” She held out her own hand and Hepdida seized it eagerly.
 
   The girl’s hand was icy cold and, despite the ravages of sickness, her fingers dug into Niarmit’s wrist with a grip as unyielding as steel.  The Queen had to use her other hand to prise her cousin’s grasp open.    
 
   “Thirsty,” the girl said, but her head tossed from side to side when Sorenson tried to bring the sponge to her mouth and the water he squeezed out dribbled down her cheeks as much as in her mouth.
 
   Her head lolled towards Niarmit and she asked, “who are you?”
 
   “Is she always like this?” 
 
   Sorenson shrugged.  “Some moments she is more lucid than others, she has been better these past few days, less…..less prone to outbursts.”
 
   Niarmit uncurled Hepdida’s fingers and saw a rough chaffed line around her cousin’s wrist.  “What are these marks?”
 
   “They were necessary, my Lady, when she was in the grip of the fever we had to for her safety, for…”
 
   “You tied her down?” The fury in Niarmit’s eyes had the Bishop cowering as she repeated the question.  “You tied her down?”
 
   “She has been better these past few days, my Lady.  The Lady Regent said we could remove the bindings.”
 
   “And who, in the name of the Goddess said you could put them on in the first place.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Niarmit spun round at the sound of Giseanne’s voice.
 
   “I told them to tie her down, Lady Niarmit.”
 
   Fury fought confusion as the Queen stared at the Lady Regent.  Giseanne pulled her night cloak closer around her shoulders and took a seat in the chair at the foot of the bed. “Show, the Lady Niarmit your neck, Bishop Sorenson.”
 
   With a grimace Sorenson obliged, pulling aside his robe to reveal five livid bruises on his neck, four on the right, one on the left each one deep purple and tipped with a curved cut the shape of a finger nail.  “Hepdida did that?” Niarmit asked.
 
   The Bishop shrugged.  “As I said my Lady she has been prone to outbursts.  Thankfully Merlow was able to prise her hand free before any lasting damage was done.”
 
   “Yet still you tend her?”
 
   “The Lady Regent has been most emphatic on that point, Lady Niarmit.  I am only sorry that my powers should have but scratched the surface of her ailment.  This is a sickness of the mind as well as the body.  I have never felt its like before.”
 
   Niarmit turned back to Giseanne. “How did it run its course with King Bulveld?”  
 
   Giseanne brushed a lock of hair from her face and hugged herself against the cold. “Much the same, brief moments of lucidity, which only alerted him to depth of his own sickness, interspersed with alternating fever and rage.  Udecht and Forven attended him.  Their great efforts, like Rhodra and the Bishop’s here, wrought no lasting improvement, only a temporary slowing of his decline. His body was strong, but from the day the illness took hold I lost my father, many months before he died.”
 
   “Months?” Niarmit seized the symbol from about her neck and set herself to prayer.  The Goddess’s familiar power flowed through her, but less easily than before.  When first she’d tried to heal the Princess she had thought it was her own fatigue that threw up an illusion of resistance to the Goddess’s grace, but now, refreshed and with daylight breaking through the slatted shutters, there was no mistaking it.   Like forcing water through too narrow a pipe, the healing power flowed but fitfully into her cousin.  Niarmit was panting when the spell was done.
 
   “It is an uncommon sickness is it not, my Lady?” Sorenson marked well the difficulty she had encountered.  
 
   “Niarmit, you came back.” Hepdida said with soft clarity.  “I was so frightened I wouldn’t see you again.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Niarmit hastened to reassure her, seeing in the Bishop and the Lady Regent’s expressions, that this was an unusual response.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You’ve been sick. You’re going to get better.”
 
   “Do you remember anything, child?” It was Rugan, who had slipped into the room, his hand resting on his wife’s shoulder.  “I found you in the forest, do you remember that?”
 
   Hepdida shook her head, distressed at her memory’s failure.  “I don’t, I don’t remember.”  She raised a limp hand to her face, drawing in a sharp breath at her yellow skin and blue finger nails.  She frowned at some troubling thought and turned to the Bishop.  “Your reverence, I remember something. You, you were by the bed, my hand, I was… it wasn’t a dream was it?!”
 
   “It was the illness, my Lady,” Sorenson reassured her.
 
   “What’s happening to me?” she cried.  
 
   Niarmit clambered onto the bed and gathered her cousin in arms.  She kissed her head and held her tight.  “It’s all going to be fine, Hepdida.  You’ll see.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The half-elf had not offered to escort Kimbolt to Hepdida’s sick room and the Captain did not feel bold enough to make the request. He moped in their sitting room, grateful that there was no sign of the lean footpad who had laid him out.  While, professional pride compelled Kimbolt to think it was an entirely lucky blow that had caught him in the depth of his own fatigue, his conscience welcomed the pain of his bruised jaw, seeing in it a mere fraction of the punishment his conduct merited.  Reviewing the memories of his recent past invoked a viscerally physical reaction, a nausea which gripped his stomach and had him hastening for the door.
 
   “Going somewhere, Captain,” Quintala asked.
 
   “Fresh air,” he muttered through clenched lips.
 
   “Watch out for Kaylan,” the Seneschal called after him.  “He is out there too somewhere, he may fancy taking another blow to even up your appearance.”
 
   The door swung shut behind him and Kimbolt sucked in air so cold it brought a splitting pain to his head. The sharp ache behind his eyes was easier to bear than the tumbling of his stomach.  A short walk and some steps, slick with frost, brought him to the central courtyard.  The fountain still sprayed its jet of water but the spout wore a girdle of ice through which only great pressure could have sustained a steady flow.  Kimbolt stumbled towards it, eager for a splash of cold water from the pond at the foot of the fountain.  The water was as smooth as glass, and just as hard, obsidian black beneath the frozen surface.
 
   Kimbolt tested the ice, his fingertips stuck to it with cold.  He pulled them free, leaving two thin prints of skin behind.  He balled his fist and punched down hard. His knuckles cracked; the ice splintered.  He punched again, twice, thrice, until his bloodied hand broke through to the freezing water below.  The cold flooded over his torn skin making him gasp with pain. He cupped his hand and pulled up a palm of water to splash against his face.  It felt good, the pain, the cold, a penance more tangible than the guilt which had assailed him ever since that bloody epiphany in the Gap of Tandar.
 
   “Who have we here?” 
 
   He turned towards the sound of a woman’s voice.
 
   She was elegantly dressed in a fur lined cloak, hair piled high in the epitome of fashion. A broad smile lit her lips and there was laughter in her eyes.  “I haven’t seen you before,” she went on, unfazed by his silence.
 
   “I arrived last night,” he muttered.
 
   “A new arrival is such a pleasure,” she said.  “It is so dull here without enlivening company, and all the talk is of war.”
 
   “My name is Kimbolt, madam. Captain Kimbolt.  I think you’ll find my talk as much of war as any other man’s would be.  These are dire times.”
 
   “And you,” she said raising her hand to his cheek.  “You’ve been in the wars I see, that is a great bruise.  What hero did it take to strike you down?”
 
   He caught her wrist, before her outstretched fingers reached his skin.  “I’d rather not say.”
 
   His grip was firm and a fleeting shadow of alarm flashed across her face.  She looked at the hand that held her, taking in the battered bloody knuckles.  “Oh my, Captain,” she said, the amusement restored to her voice. “Don’t tell me you hit yourself, those poor wounded fingers, you must have struck so hard you could have broken your jaw and your hand at the same time.”
 
   He snatched his hand back and stepped away from the teasing woman.  “Who are you, Lady?  What are you doing here?”
 
   “Why I am Maia, adviser to Lord Tybert of Oostsalve.  I came to support my lord as he deliberates on matters of high policy.  But what of you Captain, why are you here?”
 
   “I came for Hepdida.”
 
   “Oh!” 
 
   “You know her?”
 
   She shrugged.  “We have had a few words, she’s very young and so sick I hear, so very sick.”
 
   “She will get better. She must.”
 
   “Come Captain, no women does something just because a man tells her she must.  You will have to do better than that.”
 
   “I mean to. Anything I can do I will.”
 
   Her smile was not pleasant, her mouth bent in an amusement which was neither shared nor kind. “Such a brave soldier, but from what I hear the Lady’s demons will not scurry from your sword.  It takes two priests all day to keep them at bay for just a night.  And even then she recognises no-one.”
 
    “Kimbolt!”
 
   “Your Majesty.” He looked up at the Northern cloister where the Queen stood glaring down at him.
 
   “Lady Niarmit, you are returned to us,” Maia gave the slightest inclination of her head.
 
   “How is Hepdida?”  Kimbolt asked, over the silence with which Niarmit ignored Maia. 
 
   “She sleeps.”
 
   “Is she… is she… improved?”   Kimbolt asked.  There was an utter stillness from the woman at his side as she awaited whatever answer Niarmit might give.
 
   The Queen made no reply beyond a brief jerk of her head towards their quarters and then she strode that way herself.
 
   “You must excuse me, Lady Maia,” Kimbolt gave the woman a stilted courtesy.
 
   “Of course, Captain,” she replied with easy elegance.  “But if you want to talk, please seek me out.  I am sure you have many soldier’s tales to tell, and I am skilled in easing people’s hurts.”
 
   His brow creased in confusion.  “You are a priestess, Lady Maia? You have the favour of the Goddess?”
 
   She laughed, a tinkling sound like falling icicles. “Oh no Captain, I have other talents that will make a man forget all his woes.” She reached for his wounded hand, running her fingers lightly over the bruised knuckles in a touch that made him shiver despite the warmth of her skin.  “If you find your memories troubling, come to me. I will help you forget.”
 
   “I don’t want to forget.”
 
   “Captain, I can make it so even if you remember, you will cease to care. The memories will not pain you.”
 
   “I like the pain.”  He snatched his hand back.  She recoiled at the glare of loathing in his eyes, but then her self-assured composure returned.
 
   “You will change your mind, Captain.  Men always do.”
 
   “Kimbolt!”  From the Eastern side of the raised cloister Niarmit called him again with threadbare patience.
 
   With the briefest of nods at Maia, Kimbolt hurried at his Queen’s command taking the perilous icy steps two at a time.  He froze on entering the chamber. Kaylan was there.  The thief barely spared the Captain a first glance, let alone a second, his eyes fixed on Niarmit.
 
   “My Lady,” Kaylan was saying.  “I must speak with you.”
 
   “Then speak.”
 
   “Alone, my Lady.  I would speak with you alone.”
 
   Kimbolt walked slowly into the room, stepping a wide berth around the pair.  Kaylan stood, dis-shelved and unhappy.  Kimbolt noted with some satisfaction the dark bruising on his assailant’s knuckles.  Niarmit, puzzled and impatient.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Kaylan licked his lips.  “Please, my Lady.  For the service I have done you, let me share this news in private.” He begged.
 
   With an upward flick of her eyebrows, Niarmit acquiesced and waved him towards her chamber.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The girl was sleeping, a slumber more profound and restful  than any Rhodra had seen since the affliction first struck.  The day duty which the Deaconess served at Hepdida’s bedside was, for once, an undemanding task.  The exhausting watches, which Rhodra had stood alternately with Bishop Sorenson, had taken their toll on her well fleshed form.  Her eyelids drooped, her chin dropped and then a rattle of adenoidal breath brought the Deaconess back to vigilance, awakened by the sound of her own snore.
 
   She was glad of the happenstance for there was a soft click at the door and the Lady Giseanne came in.  The Lady Regent looked no less tired than Rhodra felt.  She had her own duties, affairs of state vied with concern for the care of the young Lordling Andros.  Yet still she called as often as she could on the sick scarred girl, demanding of herself no lesser commitment than that she had required of Rhodra and Sorenson. 
 
   “She rests still?” Giseanne asked.
 
   “She is much better, my lady.  Sleeping easily, a little warm, that is all.  The Lady Niarmit’s prayers brings us hope of a recovery.  Perhaps, this disease may not follow the same course as your revered father’s did.”
 
   Giseanne’s lips bent in a half-smile.  “We had many days of hope with my father.  It is too early to think a corner has been turned, still less to speak of it.”
 
   “Indeed, my Lady.”
 
    Hepdida stirred on the bed, twisting beneath the thin blankets.  Both women sprung up to attend her.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Is that everything?  Absolutely all of it?” 
 
   Kaylan nodded, dumb before his Lady’s fury.  Niarmit in her turn could not trust herself to speak.  The miserable thief had made his confessions and awaited whatever penance she might exact.  It could not be that easy.  She drew a breath for speech. He looked up hollow eyed, eager, desperate for whatever reaction she might make.  She snapped her mouth shut and strode to the balcony.  No, Kaylan, no, not this time.
 
   “My Lady?” His voice was soft, imploring.  It grated on her mind like nails on a chalkboard.  
 
   “My Lady, I’m sorry. So sorry.” 
 
   Saying it again didn’t soften her mood.  He cowered at the  brief scorching glare she spared him.
 
   “I didn’t mean…..  I didn’t know.”
 
   She spun round at that, quick strides towards him, hand raised.  He didn’t duck, he didn’t dodge.  He stood tall, turned his cheek towards her, determined to accept any chastisement, any physical pain as a welcome exchange for mental anguish. She didn’t hit him, she grabbed his wrist, pulled him towards her, his face level with hers.  “Did you do it Kaylan?  Did you kill Kychelle?”
 
   “Noooo!” he gave a long wail of despair.  “No, my Lady, Never.  You must believe me, you must believe me.”
 
   “I don’t know that I can Kaylan, not anymore.”
 
   He paled at her words, head shaking, eyes widening.
 
   “Whatever the truth about Kychelle, there can be no doubt what a burden of fear and worry you must have loaded on Hepdida.  Tell me Kaylan, did you ever think about what she had been through, about what this stress would do to her?  Making her hide such a dark secret.” Niarmit paused to mutter an inward curse.  “I should have guessed, I should have known.  I should not have left her.  By the Goddess the worry alone could have been what made her ill.”
 
   Kaylan massaged his bruised knuckles.  “I thought as much, my Lady.  It can’t have been the fall from her horse. There was no mark or injury when Rugan found her, but she was already hot with the fever.   He recognised the pallor of her skin. So too did the Lady Giseanne.  They knew at once it was the same sickness as that which struck King Bulveld down.”
 
   “You fool, Kaylan, you bloody fool.  I expected you to look after her.  What were you thinking of, entangling her in your deception and then letting her ride out alone on a frozen morning?”
 
   “I didn’t know,” he wailed.  “She didn’t tell me.”
 
   The door swung open abruptly; Quintala stood in the opening. “Seneschal,” Niarmit growled.  “I did not want to be disturbed.”
 
   “The Princess has had a relapse,” the half-elf rushed out her message.  
 
   Niarmit was hastening towards the doorway before Quintala had finished speaking.  “We will try the Grace of the Goddess once more,”  the Queen said.
 
   Quintala hesitated. Her lips rehearsed in silence another piece of unwelcome news before daring to give the thought voice.  “You may wish to spare some of that grace for Rhodra, Your Majesty.”
 
   “The Deaconess? Why?”
 
   “The Princess was not in her right wits. She struck out.”  Quintala could not meet the Queen’s gaze.  “The sickness it steals the mind as well as the body. This is not the real Hepdida.”
 
   “And Rhodra?”
 
   “Caught off guard. It was a heavy bowl, your Majesty.  The healer needs healing now.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The snow had come, settling thick and white around the palace.  Even in the council chamber with the fire roaring in the hearth, the delegates gathered thick cloaks around themselves.  Giseanne looked up as the door swung open and Niarmit joined the gathering, last to arrive again.  She walked with weary leaden steps across the floor and slumped into her chair.  Her face was drawn and her eyes shadowed with fatigue.
 
   “Are you quite well, Lady Niarmit,” Tybert asked with oily solicitude. 
 
   She waved away his enquiry with a tired waft of her hand.  “There is business to be discussed,” she said, stifling a yawn.  “Let’s be about it.”
 
   “We will try not to bore you, Lady Niarmit.” Leniot sniffed and exchanged a glare with his brother. 
 
   “How is Hepdida?” Giseanne asked.
 
   Niarmit shrugged, “the same. She gets no worse.  Come madam Regent, what questions lie before us?” 
 
   Giseanne suspected that behind Niarmit’s impatient demand lay a desire to get the meeting started and finished before exhaustion overwhelmed her.  Giseanne knew how many times Niarmit had drawn on the healing power of the Goddess and how much it had cost her, but she dared not press her to rest or suggest that all her healing grace had been expended in vain.
 
   “Bishop Sorenson would speak first, for Nordsalve,” Giseanne said.
 
   “And my question, madam Regent, is the same as it has been these last eight days.”  The Bishop keep his eyes on Niarmit, a steady gaze of firm but not unsympathetic enquiry.
 
   “It’s out of the question.”  Niarmit snapped a dismissal.  “Not now.”
 
   To Giseanne’s left her husband harrumphed his disgust.  Leniot and Tybert exchanged a look.  A nod and a thin smile of triumph from Leniot as Tybert reached for his purse.  That man would bet on anything, Giseanne reflected.
 
   “Please,” Sorenson implored.  “Reconsider. The Lady Isobel and the young Prince are desperate for your aid.   There is wild talk of the dragon being seen again.  The soldiers of Nordsalve cower in uncharacteristic reticence on the North of the Derrach gorge.  We have no war leader with Hetwith gone.”
 
   “Send someone else. My place is here.”
 
   “They would have none other than you Lady Niarmit, victor of the Gap of Tandar, destroyer of the snake lady, vanquisher of zombies.  Your reputation rides high.”
 
   “They certainly don’t want me,” Rugan growled. “Even if I cared to go.” 
 
   “Hepdida needs me.”
 
   Sorenson spread his hands diffidently. “As you say, the young lady’s condition has got no worse.  We know from the experience of King Bulveld that this is a slow progressing illness.  Surely Lady Niarmit you can see that affairs of state must take precedence over matters of more private personal concern, even when it concerns a child.”
 
   “In her father’s absence, Hepdida is my heir apparent.  That makes her health a matter of state.”
 
   Rugan broke in impatiently. “In a few short months the snows will melt, the undead will walk again and we will need all our strength to stand against the enemy.  When that time comes I would that the forces of Nordsalve strode forward as strong as if Hetwith himself were reborn to lead them.” He paused a moment, watching the priestess’s tired features.  “Whatever our differences may have been, Lady Niarmit, you have talents and in a time of peril such as this it is your duty to use them fully.”
 
   Giseanne saw the look of pure loathing which Niarmit shot in Rugan’s direction, a visceral fury at being lectured on duty by the Prince she believed had abandoned her province and her people at Bledrag field.  She heard her husband exhale a throaty rasp of air, his own temper rising in return.
 
   “No final decision need be made today,” Giseanne hastily plucked at their budding argument.  “The journey would have its perils, there is no safe direct route with the Silverwood still closed to us.”
 
   “My man Fenwell knows a trail through the North-East of Morsalve. A path Lady Isobel’s heralds tread, which the snow will not unduly hinder.”
 
   “Have him make ready what he needs, Bishop Sorenson, then, when we talk of  this again we will know the thought can instantly be put to action whenever the Lady Niarmit is persuaded the time is right.”
 
   “When will that be, pray tell?”
 
   Niarmit’s eyes flashed at Tybert’s mocking tone.  “When Hepdida is well again.”
 
   The assertion brought a bout of eye rolling from Tybert, a sad shake of the head from Sorenson, and a snort of derision from Rugan.  Giseanne found her voice trembling as she tried to impress once more the nature of Hepdida’s ailment.  “Lady Niarmit, though it pains me to remind you, I have seen this illness run its course.  It is a long path but in only one direction.  We will keep her comfortable and I am sure there will be time enough for you to do service in Nordsalve and return to her bedside.  But please, please Lady Niarmit, pin not your hopes nor tie your actions to an expectation that Hepdida will get well.”  She hurt to say such words of pain, but say them she had to.  “Hepdida is not going to get better.  She will…”
 
   “No.”  Niarmit cried, her baleful stare turned now in all its shivering intensity upon the Lady Regent.  She stood up, shaking her head.  “The Goddess will not have it.  She did not have me save my unknown cousin from Grundurg, she not spare us in the tumult of Morwencairn, or bring her safely through the battle of the Saeth, for Hepdida’s life to end in stinking madness.  The Goddess does not play such games with us.  Hepdida won’t….. She can’t ….. it will not happen.  She won’t…..”
 
   “We all die, Lady Niarmit,” Rugan said.  “Even an old elf lady can be cut down untimely in my halls.  I grieve for your loss, but it has already happened, you just don’t see it yet.”  He reached for Giseanne’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze.  “My wife lost her beloved father long months before he died.  In all that time no priest could save or restore him.  Please, Lady Niarmit, give your time and energy to those you can save.  The girl is not amongst that number.”  
 
   “Maybe King Bulveld’s priests had too little faith,” Niarmit declared, taking anger fuelled strides towards the door.
 
   “Lady Niarmit, please,” Giseanne called.  “Do not attempt another cure so soon, you are exhausted.  Do not squander your own strength.”
 
   The priestess paused at the double doors.  “Madam Regent I suggest you send your husband to the people of Nordsalve. Let them teach each other the meaning of duty.  I was a Priestess before I was a Queen; the calling of the Goddess is my first and principle obligation.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Father Merlow!” 
 
   The priest turned at Kimbolt’s shout and waited patiently for the Captain to ascend the frozen steps to the upper cloister.  Merlow was clad in a thin robe, his pale skin tinged blue with cold, but the ascetic priest seemed to be revelling in his own discomfort.  “Captain Kimbolt.”  He accorded the captain the merest dip of his chin, a minimalist concession of courtesy.  
 
   “Are you not standing duty with the Princess?”
 
   Merlow’s thin blue lips twitched in ghost of a smile.  “I was dismissed from the young woman’s bedside.  Lady Niarmit is with her now.  She was most insistent I should leave.” He looked away towards the frozen fountain.  “I am not one to impose where I am not welcome.”
 
   “The Queen should be in council now.”
 
   Again the smile, the smug self-satisfaction of one immune to mortal failings.  “It is not my place to query any of the actions or omissions of my secular superiors.”  
 
   Kimbolt glared at the priest. “I am sure the Goddess appreciates your magnanimous restraint, father Merlow.”  Arrogance had dulled the priest’s perception of sarcasm but he still frowned at the Captain’s hostility.
 
   Kimbolt hurried past him to the inner quarters.  The guards parted their pikes and snapped to attention at his approach.  A week of palatial living had transformed the Captain’s appearance from ragged rough spun outlander to clean shaven officer clad in borrowed livery and every inch a soldier of Morsalve.    
 
   He exchanged a salute before plunging into Hepdida’s sick room. The girl was sleeping, half curled but limbs awkwardly askew stretched out to the four corners of the bed.  Since Rhodra’s accident they had dared not risk too much slack in the girl’s bindings for fear of what she might do when the madness had her in its grip.
 
   Kimbolt could not see the Queen at first, but then he saw the glint of gold, the crescent symbol lying by Hepdida’s arm and a hand resting on the edge of the bedclothes.  He stepped quickly round the foot of the bed.  Niarmit was lying ever so still on the floor.  Kimbolt stood a moment, holding his own breath until he saw the slight movement of the Queen’s shallow breathing. 
 
   He stooped beside her, touched her shoulder lightly.  She did not stir.  There was a camp-bed by the door, set up for those who sat with the Princess by night.  Carefully Kimbolt slipped his arms beneath Niarmit’s knees and shoulders and straightening lifted her from the hard stone floor. He misjudged how light she was, swaying slightly from the ease of lifting her, but she still rested oblivious in his arms.  It was a few paces to the humble cot; its canvas bowed as he laid her down.  At his back, the unshuttered windows ushered in a gust of freezing air.  Kimbolt pulled a blanket over the sleeping form and then, on an impulse, added his cloak.   
 
   He stood up, waiting a moment to reassure himself that the Queen still drew in those shallow breaths.  He had never seen her so still, closed eyelids masking the fierce light of her eyes, her expression blank with exhaustion.  It was a slumber so deep that the cares and animation of a war leader had quite drained away and he saw just a young woman at rest, with far too few years for the  burdens she bore.   
 
   He stepped back, suddenly uneasy at studying his sleeping Queen so.  Behind him on the bed, Hepdida stirred restlessly against her bonds.  Kimbolt sat on the counterpane and took her hand in his.  Her fingers were parchment yellow, her wrist chaffed by the rubbing of the rope.  They had tried to wind the rope with silk, but her frantic writhings had soon displaced it to the rough hemp beneath it.  The silk alone was far from strong enough to constrain her at the peaks of her madness.
 
   He squeezed her small hand in his large one, not too hard for the skin was thin and brittle over ill fleshed bone.  He looked down at her jaundiced face, dark hair was plastered across her forehead although a central lock was losing its colour, the black fading to a darker grey.  Her lips were an unhealthy purple and an ugly pustule had appeared at the corner of her mouth.  In all, the thin white lines of Grundurg’s scars were the healthiest looking features.  “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   Her eyes shot open, sudden and bright, so fast he jumped back.
 
   “I’m glad it’s you, Kimbolt,” she said in her old voice.
 
    “Hepdida?” She had not used his name before, in the times when he had witnessed her slavering fury.
 
   “What are you sorry for?”
 
   His mouth moved wordlessly, he shrugged and shook his head and squeezed her hand.  In the end he helplessly confessed, “everything.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. It was never your fault.”
 
   “Kaylan thinks it was,” he said, rubbing his jaw where the bruise had faded to a dull ache.
 
   She stretched, straining against her bonds, and wincing as the rope scraped over her scoured wrists.
 
   “Here,” he said.  “Let me loosen your ties.”
 
   “Don’t,” she said.  “I remember, I remember what I do, what I did.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, Hepdida,” he told her.
 
   Her eyes clenched with shame.  “How… how is the lady, the Deaconess?”
 
    He frowned.  “Getting better, she will be fully recovered soon.”
 
   “I saw myself do it, Kimbolt, I watched myself from inside.  That poor lady.”
 
   He lifted her from the bed, as far as the restraints would allow, and gave her a hug, not caring how close that brought her teeth to his neck.
 
   There was a cough from the door and an artless voice announced, “my but it is cold in here.”  
 
   Kimbolt looked round to see the cloaked and coiffered figure of Maia.  The spiritual adviser looked from the sleeping form of Niarmit to Kimbolt still holding Hepdida as close as the ropes would allow. 
 
   “Forgive me, am I interrupting?”
 
   Kimbolt gently laid Hepdida down on the bed.  “Why are you here, Lady Maia?”
 
   “Can’t a fellow guest visit an invalid, Captain Kimbolt.”  She approached the other side of the bed, a little hesitant despite her confident words.  “I have written to my poor friends in Oostport.  I miss them so, particularly in winter.  But they are most interested in the poor young lady’s illness.”
 
   “Interested?”
 
   “Concerned,” she hastily corrected herself.  “So tragic, so much younger than old Bulveld.”
 
   “What do you want?” Hepdida asked, eyes flashing at the unwanted intrusion.
 
   The lucid enquiry took Maia off guard.  “You are… that is… another of those moments of remission?  How quaint.”
 
   Beads of sweat broke out on Hepdida’s brow, her dry lips cracked as she glared at Maia.  Kimbolt reached for the sponge to wet her lips and mop her forehead, as Tybert’s concubine settled herself gingerly on the bed.
 
   “I trust we are not keeping you from giving your Lord some spiritual advice,” Kimbolt ground out.
 
   Maia grinned at him.  “Oh no Captain, I gave him that last night and twice again this morning.  And now he is in the council meeting and I am all alone.”  She looked at Niarmit’s sleeping form.  “I had thought that your Lady would be there as well, or have you been giving her some spiritual advice Captain?”
 
   His jaw tightened and it took a whimper from Hepdida before he realised how tightly he had begun to squeeze her hand. “Lady Maia…”
 
   She gave him her best winning smile, unabashed at her own sly innuendo.  “There were matters of state to address.  Tybert and Leniot were in some disagreement as to whether your Lady Niarmit would meet her obligations.  But I see she has chosen once again to stay here.”  She frowned, “I expect Tybert will wish to recoup his losses somehow.”
 
   “What obligations?”
 
   “Oh child, your Lady is much in demand. All of Nordsalve want to meet her and if one is to believe Sir Vahnce, you would think the whole war will be lost if she does not go.”
 
   “Lady Maia, Hepdida is ill. She need not waste her moments of health in…”
 
   “Why won’t she go?” Hepdida demanded.
 
   “Maia..”
 
   Kimbolt’s admonition could not stop the woman.  
 
   “Why, Miss Hepdida, it is you of course.  The Lady Niarmit can think of nothing but your health and will attend no other duties until you are well.”
 
   “But I won’t get well.”
 
   “Hush,” Kimbolt patted her hand.  “The Queen will exert every effort, you must have faith…”
 
   “I hear things, Kimbolt.  Whatever I do and say, I hear what people say when I am ill.  I know what I have. I know what it will do to me.”  Her voice was rising in pitch, her legs and arms straining at the ropes in her anxiety.  Fresh sweat erupted on her forehead and the purple tinge to lips and fingertips deepened.  “I know…” the Princess cried but it came out as a guttural inhuman growl, and then another howl of anguish.
 
   Maia was on her feet, backing towards the door, pale at the abrupt transformation in the invalid.
 
   “I think you should go,” Kimbolt barked.  Maia needed no encouragement, fleeing from the room in undignified haste.  He turned back just in time to see Hepdida’s face lunging towards him, teeth bared.  He swayed back and leapt from the bed, sobbing that the disease had seized the old Hepdida and dragged her away into this howling demon.  The only consolation was that Niarmit slept in her cot, undisturbed by the mania which consumed her cousin.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Udecht had seen the magical gates before, the openings between the planes of existence which were Maelgrum’s particular talent.  However, this one quite took his breath away; He almost dropped the Helm.   The subterranean cavern he had entered was huge, near enough a hundred foot across with a domed ceiling of vitrified rock, half melted by some ancient heat.  The narrow tunnel through which Haselrig had led the Bishop was the only means of egress.  Apart that is, from the opening on another world in the midst of the space.  It stretched from the floor halfway to the roof of the vault and through it Udecht espied an alien landscape, whose daylight illuminated the great cavern.  Clouds scudded across a purple sky at impossible speeds, shadows of jagged mountains raced along the floor of a stony valley as a yellow sun flew across the sky.  In the foreground a blur of black moved with urgent purpose and then stepped back and turned towards them.  It streaked like an arrow towards their side of the gate at such speed that Udecht took a fearful step backwards treading on the antiquary behind him.  And then the blur broke through the magical membrane between the worlds and it was Maelgrum striding confidently but with no great haste towards them.
 
   “Ah Bissshop, you have brought the item,” he hissed with cold excitement.  “Placsse it on the plinth over there.”
 
   His bony hand waved towards a stone replica of the Helm’s resting place in the throne room, so many hundreds of feet above them.  Udecht lifted the ancient artefact onto the smooth surface and stepped quickly back, not wishing to be caught up in whatever plans the Dark Lord had for the Helm.  His foot caught on something that gave a tinkling chink as it fell.  He bent to pick it up.
 
   “Ssstop!” Maelgrum commanded.
 
   Udecht’s fingers hovered above the object, a shining gem too big to be encircled by his finger and thumb.
 
   “Ssstep back, Bissshop!”
 
   He did as he was bid and, at an intricate flick of Maelgrum’s fingers, the jewel leaped up and balanced on its edge, its cut facets facing the Helm on the plinth.  As he looked around the cavern, Udecht saw the glint of other gems refracting the magical illumination of Maelgrum’s hidden hall.  They were scattered in seeming disorder along the circular edge of the cavern’s floor, a dozen or more of them perhaps.  
 
   “What is that place, Master?” The antiquary had been staring in fascination at the dazzling vista of swirling cloud and shifting shadow visible through the planar gate.
 
   “That isss the realm of Grithsssank, another world entirely.”
 
   “Grithsank?”
 
   “Where Dragonsss come from.”
 
   “Why does their Sun move so fast?” Udecht broke in as the glowing orb disappeared behind a mountain and dark shadows fell on the land beyond the gate.
 
   “It doesss not,” Maelgrum told him icily.  “It movesss no fassster than our own.”
 
   Before Udecht could make the obvious and inflammatory contradiction, Haselrig interrupted for the sake of both their safety.  “Your reverence, it is not that their Sun moves faster.  If you went through the gate, its transit across the sky would be as sedate as our own Sun’s.  It is that time in that world runs faster compared to ours, the worlds are not in step.  Theirs sprints while ours walks.”
 
   “Hassselrig, dessscribesss it well, Bissshop.  He isss a good ssstudent of mine.  There isss a realm I once obssserved where you could watch the mountainsss grow in secondsss and the starss flashed on and off like winking glowwormsss in the night.” Maelgrum stared past the edge of the gate, deep into his own memories.  “I ssspent many human lifetimesss there, crafting an empire that would endure.  Yet, when I returned here, not even a mote of dussst had fallen in the heartbeat of my absssence.”
 
   “What happened to your empire there, Master?”
 
   Maelgrum was silent for a moment.  “When I ssstepped back through the gate barely a minute later my Empire wasss all gone, the land was twisssted and no ssstone or mark wasss left that I had ever been there.  Sssince then I have but watched sssuch fassst moving worldsss from thisss ssside of the gate.  There isss a certain amusssement in watching whole continentsss ssswirl and clash like driftwood in a maelssstrom, but I am not minded to ssseee again how the passssage of time can erassse even my mark from a world.”
 
   He raised his head, with a flash of his red eyepits as he dismissed the memory of disappointment.  “Grithsssank’sss time however isss usssefully out of ssstep with oursss.  If you obssserve closssely, Bissshop, you would ssseee that a month passsses in Grithsssank while but a day hasss passssed here.”
 
   “And that is where the dragon comes from?”  Udecht backed away from the gate, searching its depths for the signs of an approaching winged serpent.  He had seen how fast Maelgrum had appeared to move within the realm of Grithsank.  He dared not imagine how swiftly a dragon could appear in a world where a minute of time would pass in but a couple of his heartbeats.
 
   “I have cassst the ssspell of sssummoning, the Dragon isss on hisss way.”
 
   “How can you be sure he will come?”  Udecht harboured a faint hope that the Dragon might refuse the Dark Lord’s summons.
 
   “We have an agreement binding on usss both.  He will come according to itsss termsss.”
 
   “Truly you are the Master, to be able to leash a dragon to your will,” Haselrig gushed.
 
   Maelgrum’s glowing eyes throbbed a slow beat of pleasure at the antiquary’s praise.  “The firssst ssserpent I ensssnared wasss in thisss cavern.  I tempted it with visssionsss of a vault of treasssure sssufficient to draw it through the gate.  Greed wasss ever a Dragon’sss curssse.  And then, when he wasss within my domain, I shrunk the gate to a tiny window and let him watch hisss world passs by.
 
   “A year it took, of missserable imprisssonment, of breathing through a rocky straw, of realisssing that there wasss no essscape, and then he wasss ready for any agreement and would ssssubject himssself to any ssspell which enforced it.”
 
   “That was the first?” Udecht remarked.  “They must be foolish beasts if there have been others that fell into the same trap”
 
   “Dragonsss are more cunning than you could imagine, Bissshop.”  Maelgrum hissed.  “However, there hasss been a sssmall hiatusss in my dealingsss with the dragonsss of Grithsssank.  In the thousssand idle yearsss I have ssspent in thisss realm, thirty millennia have passssed in Grithsssank.  A hundred Dragon lifessspansss is enough to blur the hissstoric memoriesss of any race and allow me to entrap a sssecond lizard with a sssimilar sssubterfuge. ” 
 
   “Aeeiii!” Udecht screamed.  A dark speck in the distant sky of Grishank had grown with terrifying speed as the Dragon approached faster than a loosed elven arrow.  Within seconds the great beast had settled on the other side of the gate, glaring through it with fast blinking eyes and swift flaps of restless wings.
 
   “Can he see us?” the Bishop cried.
 
   “Of course he can, your reverence,” Haselrig upbraided him impatiently, though Udecht noticed a tremor in the antiquary’s voice  Apparently long custom made the presence of the dragon no easier to bear.
 
   “What’s he waiting for?” 
 
   “My inssstructionsss Bissshop,” Maelgrum answered him.  “Thisss isss a tasssk of delicate and precissse ferocssity.  He mussst dessstroy the Helm with hisss breath but not bar the pathsss of the freed sssoulsss to the planar prisssonsss I have prepared.”
 
   “Prisons?”
 
   “The Gems?”
 
   “It ssseemsss that after all thessse yearsss, Eadran hasss finally taught me sssomething new.  However, I have improved hisss enchantment.  The prissson he cassst for me, had no means of ingresss or egresss for anyone.”  Maelgrum gestured towards the glinting gems around the floor of the cavern.  Now that he had looked at them closely, Udecht realised there were twenty two of them, the same as the number of Monarchs who had worn Eadran’s helm.  “Thessse sssmall traps I have created for Eadran’sss line will ssstill admit me, that I can ssspend sssome fragmentsss of their eternal imprisssonment with each of them.”
 
   The undead lord’s body trembled in parody of an excited shiver.  “I am grateful to you, Hassselrig, for dissscovering the meansss by which the Helm might be opened.  But you had better leave, it will not sssuit to be here when the Dragon doesss hisss work.  Take the Bissshop with you if you wisssh, or leave him here to burn, I care not which.”
 
   Udecht looked up at Haselrig with anxious eyes.  The antiquary beckoned him on.  “Come your reverence, I may find a use for you yet.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Quintala looked at Kaylan through narrowed eyes as the thief squirmed unhappily beneath her glare.  She wondered what reaction he had expected, what reaction he could have expected.  Turning to Niarmit, slumped in a chair, the half-elf asked, “Forgive my asking, your Majesty, but why are you telling me this now?”
 
   The Queen gave a shrug, “it seemed the right time, overdue even.”
 
   “You thought I had a right to know?” Quintala chided, the lightness of her tone at odds with the turmoil of thoughts that chased across her mind.
 
   “I really didn’t kill her,” Kaylan spluttered.
 
   “So you have told me, over and over again,” Quintala waved aside his assurance.   “The fact that you waited, you both waited weeks to tell me all this is a little … a little disconcerting.”
 
   “Come, Quintala,  I was hardly likely to go up to you and say, I pulled my sword out of your Grandmother’s back but I really didn’t put it in her.”
 
   “Hush Kaylan,” she hissed.  “This is my brother’s house. They say one is never more than seven feet from one of his spies.”  She thought a moment.  “Or was that rats? It’s so hard to tell the difference.”
 
   “I’m glad you can still joke, Seneschal,” Niarmit observed with a dry cough.
 
   “I find humour is a serviceable armour against most things that life throws at us, saving perhaps dear Kaylan’s short sword.”  She sighed, “but that still leaves the question, why tell me now?”
 
   “You believe me then?” Kaylan gasped.
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “The Queen believes you and I serve her, so that belief must bind me also.”
 
   “I have thought long and hard over this, Kaylan has too.  We have come to suspect that your grandmother’s murder and Hepdida’s illness are linked,” Niarmit said.
 
   “Oh,” Quintala drew in a breath.  This was getting interesting. “How so?”
 
   “I have healed many people of many different injuries and ailments.  I have knitted poor Rhodra’s split head together, cured Kaylan of marsh fever, even eased the ravings of a lunatic.” Niarmit said.  “Yet in all that time I have never met a disease as stubborn as the one that consumes Hepdida.”
 
   Quintala frowned.  “It is unusual yes, but not unknown. Rugan and Giseanne have seen its like before.  Indeed the Prince recognised the mark of the illness when he first found Hepdida in the forest.  Other priests have tried and failed to cure its victims, your Majesty.  That is not so unusual.”
 
   “Perhaps it is not the same, perhaps someone has found a way to mimic that illness.”
 
   “Why would someone injure poor Hepdida in that way?”
 
   “Fenwell!”
 
   Quintala’s head flicked round at Kaylan’s tangential exclamation. “Fenwell? The Bishop’s manservant.  Kaylan you have lost me.”
 
   “He is a man with secrets.”
 
   “By the Goddess every man has secrets; that does not make them poisoners.”
 
   “He killed your grandmother.”
 
   Quintala’s eyebrows shot up.  “That…. That is an interesting secret yes.  Did he tell you this himself?”
 
   Before Kaylan could elaborate further, Niarmit interjected.  “He is the man Kaylan suspects, suspects of stealing his sword and seeking to implicate him and possibly me in Kychelle’s murder.”
 
   “An extraordinary claim.”  Quintala shook her head in wonderment at this revelation.  “Perhaps you should start this story at the beginning.”
 
   “Gladly,” Kaylan waded in before Niarmit could stop him.  “You recall that Kychelle had refused passage through or aid from the Silverwood.  That decision was to Nordsalve’s great disadvantage.”
 
   “It was a decision she had reversed,” Quintala pointed out reasonably.
 
   “Yes, but the party from Nordsalve did not know that.  Besides Kychelle herself, only Rugan, Giseanne, my Lady and you knew that the decision had been changed.   Fenwell would have thought he was striking a blow for Nordsalve when he struck Kychelle down.”
 
   “It is a presumptuous piece of initiative for a mere manservant to have taken.”
 
   “He is not a mere manservant and I am sure he had orders from above. If not Sorenson then perhaps he came from Nordsalve bearing Lady Isobel’s instructions to guard her interests at any cost.”
 
   “Then why and how did he poison poor Hepdida?”
 
   “At first I thought I’d made Hepdida ill with worry, involving her of my investigations.  She was never happy with what I told her, but I think now it was because she believed she could find the answers herself.  She had no reason to go out riding that morning, unless she was meeting someone. I am sure she was going to confront Fenwell, to try to prise the truth from him where I had failed.” The thief shook his head heavy with remorse.  “I should not have let her leave. I should have followed her.”
 
   “That is the first piece of sense in your whole story Kaylan,” Quintala said, struggling to fit the jagged pieces of the thief’s puzzle into a coherent picture.  “You are saying that Fenwell poisoned Hepdida in the forest because she had exacted some inadvertent confession from him that he had killed my Grandmother in a fit of pique at her rebuttal of the strategic interests of Nordsalve?”
 
   “He is a man of secrets, he speaks with an intonation of the Eastern Lands.”
 
   “Not every foreigner is a villain, Kaylan.”
 
   “Yes,” Niarmit interrupted.  “But if Kaylan is right, then Fenwell holds the key to curing Hepdida.”
 
   “Curing?” The question fell from Quintala’s lips; she did not let the rest of her thoughts follow it out.  How Bulveld’s death had so closely followed the path on which Hepdida was embarked.  How those most attached to the invalid might lack the emotional distance to view the girl’s plight objectively.  How skilled an art it was to poison someone so deeply, an art unlikely to be within the compass of a mere manservant, no matter how many foreign lands he came from.  No she held back the avalanche of doubt she could have cast at Kaylan’s card castle of hope.
 
   “And that is why we are telling you now, Seneschal.”
 
   Quintala needed only to raise an eyebrow in enquiry before Kaylan began the briefing on her task.  “We need you to watch Fenwell, to follow him, to find the proof of what we say.  I cannot.   He is guarded against any probing I might make.”
 
   The Seneschal nodded.  “I did hear he had drunk you under the table a while back.”
 
   “I cannot undertake any enquiry,” Niarmit said.  “My time and energy, such as is not spent with Hepdida must be passed on the work of the council and the ordering of the war.  But you, my dear Seneschal, you have…”
 
   “I have certain talents?” Quintala volunteered.
 
   “Quite so.”
 
   “Then perhaps you would indulge my poor addled two hundred year old brain, with a few points of clarification in this tale of heinous crime.”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   “If Fenwell had been uncovered by Hepdida, why didn’t he just kill her?”
 
   Kaylan pounced, eager to present another impossibly shaped piece of his theory of conspiracy.  “Another murder would have been too suspicious.  Remember we all believed, or had been told, it was an outside assassin who slew Kychelle.  Murdering Hepdida would have re-opened that whole investigation, but this way he has got Hepdida’s silence and his master Sorenson can appear in high favour by ministering to her.”
 
   “It is…. It is an elaborate plot,” Quintala said.  She did not mention that there was a far simpler interpretation, that Hepdida was ill and dying just as Bulveld had been.  It would not have been kind to prick the bubble of Kaylan’s hope, a hope it appeared the Queen also shared.
 
   “Will you do it? Will you probe Fenwell and uncover his part in all this?” Kaylan begged.
 
   “I will do as my Queen commands,” Quintala said looking at Niarmit and receiving a nod of confirmation that this was her wish as much as the thief’s.   The half-elf turned to give Kaylan a long hard stare.  “If Fenwell is at the heart of this as you say, then you must hope he never gives Rugan cause to suspect that it was your sword which was driven into Kychelle. My brother is like to act quickly and unfavourably to your health.”
 
   “I assure you, Quintala, I had no part in his beloved Grandmother’s death.”
 
   “Oh she was not beloved,” the half-elf assured him.  “There are few on my brother’s list of truly beloved.  Indeed, apart from himself I would struggle to name one who had earned that sobriquet.  No, my Grandmother was something much more important than beloved, she was useful to him.  Rugan would be far from forgiving of anyone who deprived him of a useful tool and ally in his machinations.  Guard your back Kaylan, against that eventuality.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The air was chokingly sulphurous as the antiquary and the Bishop followed Maelgrum down the spiralling passageway.  Haselrig stumbled against a rocky wall and flinched at the heat of it.  “The rocks are boiling!” 
 
   “Of courssse, Hassselrig.  There isss no fire hotter than a Dragon’sss breath, sssave in the heart of our incandessscent Sssun.  Did you thing a lesssser heat would sssuficsse for our purpossse?”
 
   “No Master, of course not.” In trying to bob his deference and half run to keep up with the swift walking master, Haselrig stumbled again and crashed into the blistering heat of the wall.  This time he made no comment, suffering his scalded skin in silence as Udecht helped him to his feet.
 
   They rounded the corner of the passage where it opened up into the great underground cavern.  The walls glowed dull cherry red and Haslerig hesitated on the threshold smelling the acrid scent of his own hair singed by the radiant heat.
 
   “The Dragon is gone?” Udecht fell to a fit of coughing as his unwise words drew in a heady mix of brimstone and rotten eggs to inflame his lungs.  Haselrig kept his hands clamped across his face content to survey the empty chamber through splayed fingers.  Both the serpent and the window on his alien homeland had disappeared.   
 
   “He will not linger oncsse hisss breath hasss done itsss work, Bissshop.  The flame consssumes the air in thisss confined ssspace, fassster than it can be replenisshed.  Even a dragon mussst breathe.”
 
   Maelgrum had stalked into the broad cavern where the heat was crisping even his dark dank robes.  He spun slowly round to survey the glowing gems still obediently lustrous, balanced on their edges around the rough hall’s perimeter.  The sight pleased him and it was with a nod of satisfaction that Maelgrum turned at last to the plinth on which Udecht had placed the Helm.
 
   Haselrig had been enjoying a cooling breeze which had been rushing from the entryway past his ankles, but suddenly he became aware of a frozen chill on his right side facing Maelgrum while his left continued to bask in the uncomfortable warmth of the dragon heated walls.   As he turned to face his Master he was minded of boyhood camping expeditions in the arctic mountains of Nordsalve, where the camp fire had roasted his face while the glacier froze his behind.  Only this time it was in reverse, frost forming in his eyebrows as the undead lord’s anger sucked every drop of heat from the glowing chamber.
 
   “What isss thisss?” Maelgrum demanded.
 
   The answer was obvious, but Haselrig knew better than to voice it.  For good measure he elbowed Udecht a winding blow in the stomach when he suspected the Bishop might speak out of turn.  Though in fact, any speech would have been out of turn when Maelgrum was this furious.  A spreading rink of ice surrounded the Dark Lord’s footsteps as he strode towards the plinth on which the Helm rested, quite unscathed by its encounter with the dragon’s fire.
 
   “Why isss thisss item not dessstroyed?”
 
   “Perhaps, Master, the dragon has stripped it of its dweomer and it is now an ordinary helm.”  Haselrig offered the absurd hope as the thread by which his own salvation hung. It was not healthy to have shared any part in the Master’s chilling disappointment. 
 
   “Perhaps the dragon missed,” Udecht offered with unwise flippancy.  Maelgrum’s hand shot out and though the Bishop stood full five yards from the Dark One’s reach, he was flung back in a crumpled heap.  
 
   “You make an intersssting sssugestion, Hassselrig,” Maelgrum hissed in a voice laden with malice.  “Let usss tessst if you are correct.  Pick up the Helm!”
 
   “Master,” Haselrig quailed.
 
   “Pick up the Helm! If the Dragon hasss ssstripped it of itsss power then it will do you no harm.”
 
   “Please, Master,” the antiquary begged in a voice so soft he could barely hear it himself.
 
   “Do it!” The undead wizard’s arm moved in a vicious gesture and Haselrig felt a palpable blow between his shoulder blades as an invisible hand forcing him forward, toppling with bruising force to his knees at the foot of the plinth where the Helm lay a brooding presence scarce less malevolent than the Dark Lord at his back. 
 
   “The Gems,” Udecht muttered gathering himself from the floor.  “If the dweomer is destroyed then the souls of Eadran and his scions now inhabit your special prisons.”
 
   Maelgrum froze at the thought, his eye sockets dulling into dim red embers as his mind escaped into the myriad planes.  Haselrig took the opportunity to put as much distance between himself and the hateful Helm as possible. He limped across to the Bishop and helped him to his feet.  
 
   Udecht gripped the antiquary’s forearm as he pulled himself up from the floor.  “Thank you, your reverence,” Haselrig said, grateful for the few seconds of life at least that the Bishop’s interjection had bought him.
 
   Udecht’s mouth bent in a half smile.  Words seemed inadequate between two men who each enjoyed a fragile existence at the whim of Maelgrum.  
 
   A blast of cold announced the return of the undead spirit to its blackened body a moment before Maelgrum howled in a keen of disappointment.  “Empty, all empty.  The traitor and hisss kin ssstill ressside in their paltry hiding placsse.” 
 
   The wizard’s fingers flicked and a bolt of lightning shattered the plinth into a mist of stony fragments which sprayed out, scouring the faces of Udecht and Haselrig.  The Helm dropped to the floor with a dull clang and rolled onto its side amidst the dust.
 
   “Take it Udecht.” Maelgrum commanded stalking the room lest the chill of his own fury should freeze his dead limbs.  As Udecht bent amongst the rubble, Maelgrum hissed at his back, “maybe I should have let the Dragon burn you with it. Perhapsss your blood would have unlocked thisss petty puzzle.”
 
   “Master,” Haselrig hastily interjected.  “The Bishop and I will work on this.  There are other writings of Eadran’s, there is much we can still find out.  I promise that I, that we will not fail you.  We will solve this mystery.”  As the antiquary gabbled helpless assurances and Udecht stood holding the Helm gingerly in his hands, neither noticed at first the stillness that had overtaken the Dark Lord.
 
   When at last they realised that Maelgrum was oblivious to their presence the two men exchanged glances, a look of puzzlement, a shrug of ignorance.  The antiquary dared a glimpse at Maelgrum’s face. The eye sockets glowed bright enough to suggest his mind was still within his blackened shell of a body.
 
   “I have sssolved it,” the voice hissed in triumph.  “It wasss alwaysss a trivial puzzle and I have sssolved it.”
 
   “How?” Udecht mouthed.
 
   “Master yours always was the superior intellect,” Haselrig hurried to abase himself.  “In a few seconds you have done the work of many months’ of mortal labour.”
 
   “What is the solution?” Udecht persisted.
 
   “You are lucky, Bissshop that I ssstill have need of you to handle thisss artefact, elssse death would be but the final blessssing in my punissshment of your impudencsse.” Maelgrum proclaimed as he strode towards the cavern’s exit.  “Asss to the sssolution, another month will ssseee it done.  We mussst all be patient, but rest assssured Bissshop you and your kin will sssuffer in the exssecution of my plansss.”
 
   And then he was gone and Bishop and antiquary shared a look of fear.  A month of life seemed vouchsafed to them, but still the prospect filled them both with dread.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The archer’s alcove presented a much needed respite for Secretary Vesten as he hurried up the winding stone stairway.  The thin arrow slit afforded a view across the castle bailey while he dragged some air into his heaving lungs.  Galen had passed the gatehouse, strutting peacock in his finery, but accompanied by a retinue of well-armed nomads.  The pale winter Sun flashed on the curve of their drawn scimitars.  Vesten gulped.  It was as he had first feared; the necromancer was not making a purely social call. 
 
   Gathering breath and courage, Vesten resumed his spiralling scurry upwards.  The Governor had given strict instructions he was not to be disturbed, but this was surely an exceptional circumstance.  Jelly legged with climbing he stumbled onto the stone landing outside the Castellan’s quarters.  The guard at the door afforded him a look of disdain, eyebrows flicking upwards at the wheezy gasps of the ill-conditioned secretary.
 
   Vesten had no breath for words, a glare and a vague wave at the door were all the communication he could offer.
 
   “The Governor said he was not to be disturbed.”  
 
   “Must… see… him,” Vesten panted.
 
   “He said he was not to be disturbed.  Most insistent he was.”  The guard gave a twisted smile, compressing the vivid blue tattoos on his cheeks. Vesten guessed that standing watch on a makeshift crypt must make for a dull duty, no matter whose corpse it contained.  Irking the Governor’s unloved lackey with a pedantic obedience to orders was probably the only entertainment the shift had to offer.
 
   Vesten gesticulated down the stairway with a frantic fan of his hand.  “He’s coming.”
 
   “Who,” the guard frowned in suspicion.
 
   “Him, Galen.”
 
   The sound from below, a thin voice calling “Odestus!” lent a versimilitudinous ring to Vesten’s warning.  It was enough to draw the guard a few steps from the door.  His head cocked to one side,  tattoos creased in suspicion at the clank of mailed feet on stone, men in armour charging up the stairway with far greater alacrity than the lightly clad secretary had managed.
 
   With the doorman distracted, Vesten caught enough breath to make a dart for the door.  The guard got the first half of “hey!” out before Vesten was through and into the quarters which had once been Dema’s.
 
   “Governor!” he cried.  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but Galen is…”  He stopped.  He was speaking to no one.  The room was empty.  The Medusa’s corpse in human form lay on the litter in the centre of the floor, unmoved and unmoving since the day Odestus had aborted the planned funeral pyre.   Vesten stepped carefully around the edge of the room.  They had used her cloak as a shroud, but her face was uncovered, eyes closed at last, blond hair combed and plaited.  Perfectly preserved, with only the ragged mark of Rugan’s wound upon her cheek to make the link between this dead woman and the deadly snake lady she had been.  Vesten shivered either with fear or with the cold of the room, a magically enhanced chill which had protected Dema’s corpse against decay.  
 
   Creeping slowly by the wall, Vesten advanced on the ante-chamber calling ahead.  “Governor, I’m sorry to intrude, but really you must come.  Galen is on his way.”
 
   There was no answer.  Vesten pushed upon the inner door and his eyes widened in shock.  The bedchamber was empty.  He spun round.  There was nowhere else, nowhere that a short and portly wizard could conceal himself.
 
   There was a noise on the landing beyond the outer door, voices raised in anger, a clash of steel, a grunt.  Vesten gulped and checked again the impossibly empty suite of rooms.  There were windows carved in the stone, but too high and too small for a wizard to have squeezed through.  
 
   There was a hammering on the door.  “Odestus,”  the reedy voice of Galen whined a shrill command.  “Come out, Odestus.  Leave that woman’s body alone, we have business to attend to.”
 
   Vesten froze to the spot, holding his breath in the silent pause which Galen had allowed for Odestus’s obedience.  Then another rapid knock.  “Come out, you has been, come out now, or we will come in and get you.  You have to four, before we come and drag you off your lover’s corpse.  One…. Two….three…”
 
   Vesten pulled the door ajar and slipped out onto the landing on the third count.  It was a crowded space, Galen in his finery with his burly nomad escort.  Vesten could not see the guard at first, but then he spotted him slumped against a wall.  The doorman’s chin was lolling against his scarlet tabard.  Vesten frowned, he was sure the man had been wearing a paler tunic over his armour.  But then he saw the way the colour had leached onto the tasset of his plate mail and spotted the matching streak of crimson on the blade of the nearest nomad.
 
   The secretary’s unexpected appearance provoked a brief hiatus before Galen demanded, “Where is Odestus?”  
 
   “Not there.”
 
   “Fool, the idiot guard admitted he was there, claimed he was not to be disturbed until Burgo here opened his throat for him.  He’ll do the same for you Vesten unless you stand aside.”
 
   The nomad with the bloodied blade grinned and raised his weapon for the secretary’s terrified inspection.
 
   “I don’t know why he keeps that woman’s corpse,” Galen said in a voice of deliberate loudness.  “But in a second we are going in and I expect to see him fully clothed and ready to respond to our demands.”
 
   “It was the Master Maelgrum who commanded we keep Dema’s body uninterred.”  Vesten ventured a rebuttal of Galen’s insinuation.  “You were there, Lord Galen, you know that.”
 
   “I didn’t hear Maelgrum say she should be attended on every day. That is entirely Odestus’s strange choice.  Now step aside Vesten, though orcs’ blood you are scarce worth the trouble of killing.” 
 
   The secretary shuffled nervously to one side, trying to avoid the gaze of the swarthy Burgo who seemed quite willing, eager even, to go to the trouble of killing him.
 
   Behind him the door opened again.
 
   “There, I knew your worm was lying,” Galen declared. Vesten spun round, Odestus was in the doorway, emerging from the empty room which Vesten had just left. The secretary struggled for speech as Galen went on with his taunt. “Though what good you thought it would do to send him out in such an artless deceit I cannot fathom.”
 
   “Really,” Odestus mused, inspecting the heavily armed visitors with little more than the polite curiosity one might spare a troop of modest pilgrims seeking hospitality.  Vesten’s mouth hung open as he looked his master up and down.  The little wizard wore a thick dark cloak over his robes.  The governor’ balding pate and nose were pink with a misplaced blush and when Vesten looked down he saw sand on his master’s boots.  “What is it, that brings you here, Galen,” Odestus asked lightly.  “And why have you made such a mess of one of my guards?”
 
   “I have come because enough is enough, old man.  Your Blackskulls killed a dozen of my Gutshredders last night.”
 
   Odestus nodded.  “That is a serious matter, nearly as serious as when your Gutshredders murdered a score of my Redfangs the night before.”
 
   “This must stop,” Galen declared.  “We have not the force to let them kill each other.  At this rate when spring comes there will be no army of Listcairn.” 
 
   “I quite agree, it must stop” Odestus was all nodding sincerity.  “How do you propose we prevent orcs from being,  well…. Er… from being orcs?”
 
   “They didn’t used to.”
 
   “No Galen, they didn’t, but then Dema was alive then.”
 
   “The Lady’s only virtue was the unity of command she brought, the fact that she held sway over all her creatures.  We need such unity again, we need the Redfangs, the Blackskulls and the Gutshredders all welded to serve a single will.”
 
   “Excellent idea,” Odestus clapped his podgy hands together in praise of his protégé’s suggestion.  “And I take it you have come to put your troops at my command.”
 
   Galen flushed as crimson as his robes, lips working a moment in silent search for an answer.  “I came to take your command from you, old man.  You will give over your force to my orders and do it now.”
 
   “Oh!” Odestus thought for a moment before asking with an air of academic curiosity. “And how do you propose to make me?”
 
   “I will take pleasure in watching you die, old man.  Animals and orcs know when to dispose of a leader gone past his prime.  Burgo!”
 
   Odestus’s eyebrows flicked up as the muscled nomad stepped forward scimitar raised.  Then, with evident surprise written over his face, Burgo turned the blade and drove it deep into his own stomach. Pain and puzzlement were etched on the nomad’s features as his treacherous hands sawed the weapon back and forth across his belly spilling copious quantities of blood and guts across the floor.  The murderous self-evisceration continued as Burgo toppled onto his side, eyes fading yet still his own hands worked his ruin, the last move before a shudder of death consumed him was a vicious twist of the pommel of the scimitar cutting deep into his stinking bowels.
 
   “Oh dear, Galen,” Odestus said in the stunned silence that surrounded the steaming corpse.  “Your assassin seems to have committed suicide.”  He looked brightly towards the other nomads.  “Is there anyone else thinking to raise a weapon against me.”
 
   “Take him,” Galen spat furiously.  “You are many, he is one, charge him down.”
 
   They charged half a stride or so, before the lightning caught them, a bolt that shot from nomad to nomad with stunning singeing force, crumpling them into a scorched heap.  Those that weren’t dead were left moaning in electric agony.
 
   “You were saying, Galen?” Odestus’s conversational tone had acquired a steely edge.  Vesten could not at first understand why the necromancer made no reply.  But then he watched as Odestus stalked his way around the dandied wizard, and Galen made no move at all apart from the darting left and right of his little black eyes.  There was so much hatred burning in those eyes, yet no other muscle in the necromancer’s body would answer to his will or communicate his thoughts.
 
   “Yes,” Odestus went on.  “You are quite right, this division of command must stop.  You are also right, I have perhaps tarried to long in mourning for poor Dema.  She was thrice the general and twice the man you could ever be even if you lived as long as Maelgrum.”  He came round full circle to face the frozen necromancer.  “And there are times I thought to follow her out of this world, but then Galen, a man like me has obligations.  One of those obligations is to make sure that you, dear apprentice, know exactly where your place is in the order of things.  And for a little turd like you, that’s right at the bottom of the Redfangs’ latrine pit.”
 
   He bent close, his face barely an inch from Galen’s.  “Now, my dear former student and present subordinate, you will place yourself and all those who answer to you under my direct command, or, so help me I will bury you in orc shit.”   
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The small town that was Prince Rugan’s country palace required a constant stream of supplies to feed its many occupants and their attendants.  However, it was not meet that the daily supply train should follow the elaborate avenue to the palace’s main entrance.  Instead, wagon master Hengus whipped his oxen along a simpler track towards the rear of the palace.  
 
   “Nearly there now, miss,” he told the passenger on the box seat beside him.  
 
   She made no reply, just gripping her wooden staff more tightly.
 
   “You did say as how they’d be expecting you,” he said uncertainly.  After the initial warmth of fellow feeling he had found his taciturn passenger an increasingly unsettling companion.  He couldn’t quite recall the impulse that had led him to offer her a ride to Rugan’s palace.  She had caught his eye outside the Inn in Hatcham, cutting a slightly forlorn figure.  Her features had been pinched with cold and the hem of her cloak caked in winter snow. It had seemed the most obvious thing in the world to offer his hand and lift her up onto the front seat.
 
   However, Hengus was not so sure that the guards at Lavisevre would be so easily swayed to sympathy.  His family had had the contract to supply mead to the palace for centuries, he would not want to throw that lucrative trade away by offending the Prince’s people with an unwelcome visitor.
 
   “What did you say was the nature of your business at the palace, miss?”  He made another effort to probe her silence while they were still a hundred yards or so from the guards by the suppliers’ entrance to the palace compound.
 
   “I didn’t say.”
 
   The curt answer, as chill as the winter air, punctured his courteous consideration.  “Now then, miss.” His tone was suddenly all stern and business like, as his father’s had been when talking to recalcitrant suppliers. 
 
   She turned and smiled before he could finish the sentence.  It was a broad beam of apology that shone from her pockmarked face.  “I’m so sorry, Mr Hengus, that was rude of me.”
 
   “Now, now miss,” he hastened to assure her.  “No need to apologise at all.   Everything is just fine.”  And it was.  There had been a question he wanted to ask, but he couldn’t remember what it was and that surely meant it wouldn’t have been anything important.
 
   They chatted after that, inconsequential courtesies, which filled the space between them.  Asked afterwards, Hengus would not have recalled a single fact they had exchanged, but he was confident they were become the best of friends.  It was the most obvious thing in the world that he should tell the guards she was his new assistant, and so save any unnecessary awkwardness at the entrance to the kitchen courtyard.  The ease with which the sentries accepted this minor dissembling was further endorsement of its trivial nature.
 
   As a half dozen burly kitchen labourers came out to help with the heavy casks, the woman slipped lightly to the ground and gazed around at the bustle of business.  Few of the servants spared her a second glance, there was always too much work to be done and too little time to spare in the service of Prince Rugan.  One younger lad, quite new in post judging by the freshness of his pressed uniform came late, pursued by a quartermaster’s curse.  The boy sauntered past Hengus’s passenger, running an appraising eye up and down her slim cloaked form and the fine fingered hand that gripped her staff.  As he passed he turned to give her a lascivious grin.  Hengus watched the abrupt change in his expression as he saw the pitted skin of the woman’s face.  The shock was a more effective call to work than the quartermaster’s threats and the boy hurried on with a bowed head and a newly industrious attitude.
 
   If the woman was offended by his childish gracelessness, she did not show it.  She turned back to Hengus with a nod, “I’ll be on my way then, Master Hengus.  There are friends I must see.”
 
   “Of course,” he agreed at this most reasonable proposal.
 
   “Thank you for your help.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Miss… Miss.” He was sure she must have told him her name but somehow he could not place it.  The whole event of their first meeting was a fog in his brain.
 
   “Mistress Elise, Master Hengus, at your service.”  She dipped her skirts in a small curtsy and then strode off confidently towards the kitchen entrance.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt wanted to help, he really wanted to help, but they had been over this so many times.  This ploughing through the field of his treachery, in hope of turning over some new insight into the enemy.   It was becoming an increasingly fruitless as well as a painful experience.
 
   “This dragon then,” Niarmit was asking.  “It is the same one that has scared the armies of Nordsalve into hiding behind their borders?”  
 
   “I assume so,” Kimbolt said wearily.  “I only ever saw the one dragon on the one occasion, when Sturmcairn fell.”
 
   “Thom told us it serves for a day in every month, your Majesty.  He said that Maelgrum had to wait for its appearance before beginning the assault on Morwencairn.” Quintala reminded the Queen.  “It seems the Dark Lord endures some constraints in the deployment of this formidable ally. We must be grateful for that.”
 
   “It was seen over Nordsalve nearly five weeks ago now.  It is overdue for a return.”
 
   “Or it has already done him his due service for this month, but the news of it has yet to reach our ears,” the Seneschal pointed out.  
 
   Silence fell amongst the four of them, each lost in contemplation of some as yet unheralded disaster.  Perhaps, Kimbolt thought, Nordsalve was already reduced to a smoking ruin.  He had seen the great wyrm settle in the inner bailey of Sturmcairn.  A huge scaled beast that no childish picture book or myth from the days of the Monar Empire could have done justice to.  The only thing that had made Maelgrum more fearsome than the dragon was that the Dark Lord had dared to turn his back on the great reptile.  A being who did not fear a dragon, was truly a creature to be feared above all others.
 
   “And who would command at Listcairn now?”
 
   The Queen’s question dragged Kimbolt back from his gloomy contemplation.   The Captain shrugged.  “It will be between Odestus and Galen.”
 
   “The Governor or his apprentice,” Kaylan snorted.  “Each as evil as the other.”
 
   “Odestus is more cunning, Galen more cruel,” Kimbolt said.  
 
   “Sir Ambrose has sent word that they have seen fires and open skirmishes between the orcs on the plain outside Listcairn,” Niarmit observed.  “Maybe there is some power struggle yet to be resolved amongst our foes.”
 
   “Thank the Goddess the abomination moulders in the ground, it was fear of that monster that kept them all in line,” the thief growled.
 
   “Her name was Dema,” Kimbolt said stiffly.
 
   “Ah, Captain” Kaylan gave him a look of contempt.  “Is your loyalty to the crown fully restored, or does some part of you still weep for your lost snake lady.”
 
   Kimbolt bit back the angry words.  Dema had been a monster, but not to him, not always.  There had been in her a magnificence a grandeur of vision and of purpose that this scrawny thief could not imagine.  True the things she had done were in a dark and evil service, but how she had done them! Those had been achievements of dazzling lustre.  And try as he might, to put her evil and his service to her from his mind, there were nights he still thought of her and wept.  
 
   “Dema’s judgement was always sound,” he said with slow deliberation.  “She trusted Odestus and valued his skills and he will have the measure of Galen.”  Kimbolt winced at a further thought. “Provided that it is, he can overcome whatever grief he may feel at her falling.”
 
   “Grief,” Kaylan sniffed.  “Grief for a monster, impossible.  Oh but then I forget, you were her bed slave.  Perhaps you still grieve for her yourself Captain. Blind to the way you let her abandon Hepdida to the orc.”
 
   Kimbolt felt the heat of rage as his shame found a legitimate outlet. “For that crime I have paid many times in ways you cannot comprehend, Kaylan.  And as to abandoning Hepdida, I might ask in whose care she was when this sickness afflicted her.  Where were you Kaylan?  Where were you when Hepdida was taken ill?”
 
   The thief was on his feet in an instant, Kimbolt a fraction of a second behind him.  Both men hungry for a brawl in which they might excise their own guilt with bloodied fists on each other’s bodies.
 
   “Kimbolt, no!” Niarmit rose between them. 
 
   Quintala with equal swiftness caught the thief around the shoulders pinioning his upper arms against his chest and hissing in his ear, “be still Kaylan, or I will cast a spell to make you so.”
 
   They froze thus, the men torn between instinct and obedience, the Queen and the Seneschal determined to enforce their will.  In the moment’s silence that followed they all heard a commotion outside the chamber door.
 
   “Let me past,” a woman’s voice insisted.
 
   “How did you get here?” a male voice demanded.  “How did you get past the guards?”
 
   “Let go of me, I must see the Lady Niarmit. Let go.”
 
   At a nod from the Queen, Quintala loosed her grip on the thief and stepped softly across to the door.  Kimbolt and Kaylan turned to watch as the half-elf pulled open the door, their argument for the moment forgotten.
 
   It was the thin manservant Fenwell in uncharacteristically talkative mode.  He held the woman by the wrist.  She brandished a gnarled wooden staff, more a rough hewn branch than an elegant walking stick.  Her robes were a drab mix of browns and greens, her head cowled in a loose hood.    At the opening of the door she turned to look into the room, drawing a gasp of astonishment from its occupants.
 
   Her eyes were bright and her olive skin unsagged by age.  However, her face was pocked and spotted with tiny dark scar pits which swirled and swept across her cheeks and chin and brow, in a crazy spiralling pattern as though a drunken tattooist had attacked her while she slept. 
 
   “Lady Niarmit!” The manservant and his prisoner announced in unison.
 
   “I found this woman skulking outside your room,” Fenwell began.
 
   “I must speak with you. It is a matter of great urgency,” the woman spoke over him.
 
   “She has no business here, the guards should not have let her pass,” Fenwell insisted.
 
   “I have come to help, to help your friend. The girl who is sick.”
 
   With a curt wave of her hand, Niarmit silenced the manservant.  “Who are you? What do you know of Hepdida?”
 
   The woman shook off the manservant’s hand and gave a low curtsey.  “My name is Elise, I am a herbalist from Oostport.  I heard your friend was sick.  I know I can help her.”
 
   “From Oostport?” Quintala was incredulous.  “You came all this way from Oostport? In the depth of winter?”
 
   “I can help.”  Elise had eyes only for Niarmit, bright and imploring.  “Please let me see what I can do.”
 
   “She has no business here,” Fenwell spluttered.  “She does not even sound like an Oosterner.”
 
   “And you don’t exactly sound like a Nordener, Master Fenwell,” Kaylan growled sotto voce.
 
   “She says she can help Hepdida,” Niarmit trumped the manservant’s protests.  “Come Mistress Elise, it is this way.  Master Fenwell, thank you for your concern, I think we have this dangerous herbalist under control now.”
 
   “She should not have got this far,” the manservant wailed.  The herbalist waited patiently as the Seneschal pulled urgently on Niarmit’s arm to murmur some words of caution.
 
   “Will the Princess not be sleeping?” Quintala said.  “Perhaps Mistress Elise should wait to work her charms until Hepdida awakes.”  The Seneschal dropped her voice further so that Kimbolt had to strain to hear it, as she hissed. “There is some substance, your Majesty, in Fenwell’s concern.  An hour or so to make some enquiries might ease my mind and will do the Princess no great harm.” 
 
   “Then you and Kaylan make those enquiries.  I’ll not delay a second if there is hope of any succour for Hepdida.  Kimbolt and I can keep the Princess safe enough, if the woman has any ill intent.”
 
   “I assure you I have nothing but the young woman’s health in mind,” Elise interrupted.  “And I am as eager as Lady Niarmit that my work should begin immediately.”
 
   Quintala dragged Kaylan and Fenwell away, the thief unhappy with his role, glaring unfinished business at Kimbolt.  The Captain turned his back and strode after Niarmit and Elise.  He had to hurry to catch up with them, drawing level just as Niarmit waved the guards aside at the doorway to Rugan’s private chambers.  Kimbolt expected to see them make some protest at the Queen’s new found companion.  The herbalist had bowed her head and clutched her staff in a far from open stance, but the two pikemen let her pass like a familiar guest.  The looks of suspicion they saved for Kimbolt himself.
 
   Beyond the double doors servants scattered before the three of them as they hastened to Hepdida’s sick room.    Niarmit tried the door but found it locked.  Kimbolt saw her frown and try two more times in some surprise. “Who is with the Princess,” Niarmit demanded of a passing chambermaid.
 
   “The Bishop Sorenson was, Lady Niarmit.  But his man called him away.”
 
   “She’s alone? Why did he lock the door?”
 
   The servant frowned.  “I didn’t know he had, My Lady.  He did say she was sleeping, no need to be disturbed he said.”
 
   Niarmit looked the door up and down and gave the handle another speculative twist and a push to no effect.  “He left her alone?”
 
   “His man, Fenwell, did say it was urgent, a messenger had arrived from Lady Isobel he said.  I can get you the key my Lady.”
 
   “Just give me your broach,” the Queen commanded.
 
   In some puzzlement the maid handed over the clasp with Rugan’s coat of arms which held her cloak about her neck.  Kimbolt watched as Niarmit twisted the pin at the back of the item into a strange bent shape.  She saw his frown of confusion and grinned.  “There are skills, Captain Kimbolt, which you do not learn at court.”
 
   He hadn’t seen Niarmit smile before and found himself smiling back at her simple pleasure in surprising him.  She worked the pin in the lock for a moment, there was a click and the door swung open.  Her grin broadened.  “You may have your issues with Kaylan, Captain Kimbolt, but there is much you could learn from him.  I know I have.”
 
   In the distraction of that brief exchange, Elise stepped into the room ahead of them and gave a shrill cry of alarm.  The Queen’s smile was wiped as swiftly as if it had never been and she shot inside with Kimbolt at her shoulder. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was an ordinary knife.  Not a hunting knife, not a throwing blade, just an ordinary knife for slicing meat on a plate.  But it was not on the plate.  The tray of food and drink sat on the chest by Hepdida’s bed, next to the bowl of water they used to wet her lips and sponge her brow.
 
   The knife was in her hand.
 
   She was kneeling on the bed.  All four ropes that had tethered her lay slack upon the bed.  Their cut ends hung from hempen bracelets around her wrists and ankles.  
 
   The knife was in her hand.
 
   She gripped the handle with knuckle whitening force.  The blade was turned inwards, its point resting just below her ribcage, slightly to the left and tilted to point upwards. 
 
   The three of them could never cross the room in time.  Before they’d taken one step the girl could have driven the knife home in a wound that no Grace of the Goddess would heal.
 
   “Don’t Hepdida!” Niarmit heard herself say.
 
   “I’m sorry,” the girl began.  The streak of white in her hair was broader now, another pustule blistering by her cheek.  She looked thin and ill and jaundiced yellow and she was crying, sobbing as she held the knife against her night shift.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No!” Niarmit cried.  “Don’t you dare.  Don’t you dare be sorry.  Hepdida, this is not going to be how we say goodbye.”
 
   “I have to,” The girl was shaking her head.  
 
   Niarmit sensed Kimbolt trying to edge sideways past her, but Hepdida saw him move and jabbed at herself with the blade.  He stopped then, a little circle of red staining the nightdress where she had pricked her skin.
 
   “Don’t you see,” Hepdida went on.
 
   “No I fucking don’t.  This is not our way, this is not the way of the Goddess.”
 
   “I’m holding you back.  Your people need you.”
 
   “Fuck the people.  If I can’t save you I’m not saving any of them.”  
 
   “You’re needed elsewhere, and you’re staying here watching me slowly die. It’s wrong, Niarmit, all wrong. I’m tied to a bed to keep you all safe, half the time I’m a raving maniac and I can see what I have become. To be demented and aware, do you know how horrible that is? I don’t want to do it anymore.  I should have died months ago when Sturmcairn fell. Maybe this is how the Goddess punishes those who cheat death.”
 
   Niarmit hissed some visceral rebuttal of the blasphemy.  “No,” she said.  “Put the knife down Hepdida.  I won’t let you.”
 
   Hepdida shook her head scattering tears on the bedclothes.  “You can’t stop me Niarmit.  I’m dying and you can’t stop that either. Let me make my own choices.”
 
   “You’re not dying child!”  Elise spoke a voice of soothing calm.  She stepped forward, past Niarmit and Kimbolt, two, three strides across the room. Hepdida watched her, mouth open, in surprise.  “This disease won’t kill you.”
 
   The knife was loose in Hepdida’s hand.  Elise was close enough to reach for it.  She stretched out and seized the Princess’s other hand in a firm grip.
 
   “How do you know that?” Hepdida asked suspicion mingled with hope.
 
   “Because it didn’t kill me,” Elise replied, throwing back her hood.  “It was a close run thing,” she admitted, shaking free a tumble of pure white hair.  “But it didn’t kill me and it is not going to kill you.”
 
   The knife fell from Hepdida’s hand onto the bedclothes.  Niarmit raced to embrace her, but Elise had already gathered the girl in her arms and was rocking her gently back and forth.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Seneschal!”  
 
   Quintala walked on through the cloisters, pretending she had not heard the unctuous hail.
 
   “I say, Seneschal Quintala.” This time the call was accompanied by hurrying footsteps across the flagstones. 
 
   With weary resignation the half-elf turned to face her pursuer. Bishop Sorenson’s brow wore a deep frown, but his lips stretched out a wide smile.  He bobbed before the half-elf with anxious gratitude, too pleased at her acknowledgement to say why he had stopped her.
 
   “Yes, your reverence?” Quintala prompted.
 
   “I just wanted to ask, the mistress Hepdida, how is she?”
 
   “She is well, better than she has been.”
 
   “Oh good, that is very good, oh yes, Goddess be praised.”
 
   “I think we have our herbalist friend to thank more so than the Goddess. Following her ministrations the Princess is sleeping more easily and her moments of lucid wakefulness grow longer and more frequent.”
 
   “I see the hand of the Goddess in all things, Seneschal,” Sorenson hurried to annex the credit to his deity.  “People, even the Mistress Elise, are but the vessels through which she performs her wonders.”
 
   Quintala frowned, suddenly impelled to puncture the Bishop’s certainty.  “And what wonder did she seek to perform through you, your reverence, when she led you to leave your dinner plate within the Princess’s reach?” 
 
   Sorenson shrunk back at the jibe no less piercing for the softness of the half-elf’s tone.  “I…. er…. That is  I can’t think how it happened, Seneschal.”
 
   “By all accounts your reverence, a fraction of a second’s delay and the Princess would have been beyond anybody’s cures. Her life taken by her own hand and your knife.”
 
   Sorenson waved his hands, splayed fingered, as if to stem the flood of accusation.  “I was sure I had not left it there. I was not even by her bed when Fenwell came to summon me.”  He saw Quintala’s eyebrow raised in doubtful query and hurried on.  “Still, the thing that matters is she did not do it.  Mistress Elise’s arrival saved her from the sin of suicide.”
 
   “It would have been a very convenient suicide.” Quintala was in no hurry to let the matter drop.  “I know how much you fretted that the Queen would not ride to Nordsalve, all because of the Princess’s sickness.  Hepdida’s death would have been so convenient for the cause of Nordsalve. You could not have wished for a more fortuitous act of self-destruction.”
 
   Sorenson recoiled as if struck.  “You cannot think that, Seneschal, you surely cannot believe….” A still more horrible thought creased his features in dread.  “The Lady Niarmit, she cannot believe… she cannot believe that of me.  I am a man of the cloth.  I would never…” 
 
   “I cannot say what her Majesty believes, your reverence.  We are just all grateful for the charms that have so far protected the Princess.”
 
   “And she will soon be better?”
 
   “She makes steady progress, but recovery from this illness is a journey not an event, your reverence.”
 
   “And the Lady Niarmit?”
 
   “What of her Majesty?”
 
   “Do you think she might be minded now to consider my Lady Isobel’s petition?”
 
   “Ah!” Quintala cried in triumph.  “You hope that if not  Hepdida’s death, then now Hepdida’s health might free the Queen’s attention for the affairs of Nordsalve.”  
 
   Sorenson grimaced.  “I can only repeat, Seneschal, that I had no part, beyond some unfathomable accident, in the Lady Hepdida’s brush with self-destruction.   However, I make no excuses in representing the interests of my Lady Regent and her people.”  He sighed.  “If the emissary from Nordsalve had been less urgent, his news more auspicious, then I am sure I would have a clearer recollection of what I did when Fenwell summoned me from Hepdida’s room.   But I am grown old and it is all a blur.”
 
   Quintala snorted, “strange to think that your Lady’s herald was arriving by the front gate at almost the same time mistress Elise arrived at the back gate.”  
 
   “At least one of them brought good news,” Sorenson muttered.    “My Lady Isobel is now beset from within as well as without.”
 
   “Yes,” Quintala mused.  “What is this Lord’s name, the one who troubles your lady so?”
 
   “Torsden,” Sorenson spat the name out.  “He is a brute, a coarse oaf.  As fierce in battle as the much lamented Prince Hetwith, but with none of the charm or grace.”
 
   “But still he has ambitions above his station.”
 
   “The rogue would make himself regent.  He presses his suit upon my poor lady even as we speak.  He claims Nordsalve must look to itself for its own protection, that a woman alone cannot rule the province, that she needs a man at her side.  A man to guide her and to teach the boy.”
 
   “That is an opinion which will not find much welcome in Queen Niarmit’s ears.”
 
   “That is why my Lady Isobel is most anxious that the Lady Niarmit should visit her court, to show Torsden and his thuggish allies that Nordsalve has not been abandoned.”
 
   “Maybe the Queen would prefer to have Torsden be her ally in the North, in place of Isobel.  In truth she has got little succour or support from your Lady Regent.”  Quintala smiled at the horror her suggestion wrought on the Bishop’s face. His features twisted in distress as he tried to discern if the half-elf was teasing him.
 
   “You cannot be serious, Seneschal.  If Torsden should become Regent, I would not answer for the safety of the young Prince.  Those who stand in Torsden’s way have a tendency to disappear.”
 
   She clapped him on the shoulder.  “Ah, your reverence, you might have hit upon the magic formula.  You could tell her Majesty that a dead prince’s widow has an unwelcome suitor and I am not sure you would move her to action, but tell her a child is in danger from a murderous bully? Aye, you may just get your petition heard.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Is it fresh?”
 
   Kimbolt looked at the crushed snow in the bowl, sucking the last vestige of heat from his hands through the porcelain.  “It is entirely fresh, Mistress Elise,” he assured her.
 
   The herbalist rose from the bed, on which Hepdida lay sleeping, and came to inspect the Captain’s burden.  “And your hands were cleansed?”
 
   “I washed them in iced water and gathered the snow up with my bare fingers.” Kimbolt could barely feel his hands, beyond a numb sensation of swollen fingers cupped around the bowl.  In the meagre warmth of Hepdida’s sick room he was disappointed at how his painful harvest of ice was melting.  For all his efforts at gathering and compacting it, the snow melt seemed likely to rise to barely a fifth of the bowl’s depth.   Elise noticed the shortfall too.
 
   “You will have to go out for more, Captain,” she said.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The readiness with which he agreed drew a sharp look of suspicion from the herbalist.  “It is essential the Princess has only the purest freshest water past her lips, Captain,” she said, bright eyes glaring within her pockmarked face.
 
   “I know.  I will do whatever is necessary.”
 
   She nodded and took the bowl from him to set it on the dresser.
 
   “How has she been?” Kimbolt asked, looking at Hepdida’s sleeping form.  The white streak in her hair remained, but the blistering pustules had already began to dry and shrink without having broken.  Her skin, while still sallow was a lot less jaundiced than it had been but more than that, her sleep was restful and untroubled.  “Has she woken or said anything?”
 
   Elise shook her head.  “Not since this morning.”
 
   “At least she was free of the demons then, more like her old self at last.”  The sentiment felt foolish even as it slipped from Kimbolt’s lips. Her old self?  What was her old self?  The servant girl from Sturmcairn could never return, too much had changed for Hepdida, for who she was and what she had known.  
 
   “We can never go back, Captain,” Elise said her words echoing his thoughts.  “Things cannot be as they were. No matter how much we might wish it.”
 
   They stood a moment, the herbalist who wore the scars of sickness upon her face, and the soldier who bore the wounds of treachery within his heart.
 
   “How old were you, when the sickness caught you?”  Kimbolt immediately tried to retract the intrusive question. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”
 
   “Twelve, Captain.  I was twelve, my sister was nine.”  She looked him in the eye. “How old do you think I am now?”
 
   “I couldn’t say.” He tried to be gallant.
 
   “Go on Captain, how old?”
 
   He shrugged then had a guess and subtracted a decade for chivalry’s sake.  “Thirty four?”
 
   “I’m twenty nine.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “The disease was caught with me much later than with the Princess here.  My face a mass of blistered bleeding boils which wept more freely than my eyes.  Time may heal all wounds, but they are still wounds nonetheless.”
 
   “Your sister, what happened…”
 
   “Rancine?” Elise tasted the name on her lips, toying with a sound made unfamiliar through neglect.  “She died.  Perhaps it was better that way.  She was always the pretty one, father’s favourite. She could not have born to be ugly.”
 
   “You are not ugly,” Kimbolt stumbled in an increasingly inaccurate search for the right thing to say.  “You have,  you have…”
 
   “An inner beauty?” she raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “I’m sorry mistress Elise, for what you have suffered.”
 
   She shrugged, “why was it your fault?”
 
   “No, at least I don’t think so, though I feel sure I am to blame for most of the ills that beset us.”
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself Captain. Wallowing in guilt is a most unbecoming habit.”
 
   “I don’t wallow…” He began.
 
   “Aye sure you don’t and dogs don’t bark at me in the street,” she sniffed.  “Ah, your relief has arrived.”
 
   Kimbolt looked across at the doorway where Kaylan had slipped unheard into the room.  The Captain gave the thief an ingenuous smile of welcome, pleased beyond measure at the arrival of a newcomer to rescue him from the caltrop littered field of conversation with Elise. 
 
   “Another fool who thinks he is the root of all evil, I trust you two are not going to have some ‘I’m guiltier than thou’ sparring match.”
 
   Kaylan gave Kimbolt a quizzical look, unsettled by the herbalist’s acerbic tone.  The captain returned a cheerful grin as he walked past.  “Good luck with the snow gathering, Kaylan.” He urged, touching the back of his frozen hand to the thief’s cheek.  Kaylan started at the chilling contact and looking back Kimbolt was sure he saw a smile break across Elise’s ravaged features. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The uniformed flunky pulled the door shut behind her as Niarmit strode into the grand receiving room.  The twin thrones stood empty. Pale winter daylight filtered through frost laced windows. Niarmit shivered at the chill in the air as she stepped towards the passageway to the antechamber.  “Lady Giseanne,” she called.  
 
   “She is not there, Lady Niarmit.”  
 
   It was a voice behind her. How had she not seen him? She turned with slow care, determined not to show he had surprised her.  “Prince Rugan.”  She gave the slightest of bows.
 
   The half-elf was sitting on his throne watching her over his interlocked fingers. She was sure he had not been there when she entered.  “What business have you with my wife?” He asked.
 
   “I wish to speak with the Lady Regent,” Niarmit placed careful emphasis on Giseanne’s title.
 
   He frowned.  “I see, and her poor husband, as a mere Prince of the Salved, is not considered senior enough to be privy to that discussion.”
 
   “There are some things that the Regent should hear first.”
 
   “You’re going then,” he said.  “To Nordsalve, to rescue the Lady Isobel from her unwanted admirer.”
 
   She struggled to remain inscrutable despite the accuracy of his deduction.  He shrugged at her silence, and tilted his head in enquiry.  “Surely you don’t deny it.  The girl is getting better, what reason have you left to deny the Bishop’s desperate insistence?”
 
   “Hepdida’s recovery is incomplete.”
 
   “But she has travelled further towards health than poor King Bulveld ever did.  Moreover, it is not your tending but this herbalist that makes her well.” He sighed.  “The snow has driven the orcs into shelter and turned the zombies to ice, there will be no better time to try and sneak across the North-Eastern tip of Morsalve. You are not needed here, but you are needed there.”
 
   Niarmit bit back the rejoinder that Hepdida had said much the same, when she had held a knife to her own heart.  “Anyone would think you were anxious to be rid of me, Prince Rugan.”
 
   “Your reputation rides high, Lady Niarmit.  Word of your deeds on the plain of The Saeth and in the Gap of Tandar, and even of your miraculous return from Bledrag Field have made you a powerful talisman.”
 
   “There were no miracles at Bledrag field,” Niarmit glowered swallowing down a bitter recollection.
 
   “Notwithstanding the Lady Isobel’s eagerness for what they are calling the Niarmit touch, I even have letters from my noble Knight Commander enquiring after you.”
 
   “Sir Ambrose?”
 
   “He’s been asking when you might return.  Despite the snow and ice he is convinced there is a victory to be won down on the plain by Listcairn.  He thinks if you will but deign to lead then his force could sweep all before them.”
 
   “Sir Ambrose flatters my generalship, Prince Rugan, but it would always have been an honour to lead the forces of Medyrsalve.”
 
   The half-elf rose from the throne and gave a languid stretch of his arms. “I find the cold afflicts me more than it used to, Lady Niarmit,” he said.
 
   “You are young for an elf.”
 
   “But getting old for a half-elf it would seem.”  He looked at her quizzically.  “And Lady Niarmit, had I accepted Sir Ambrose’s plea and let you go to lead my troops, in which direction would you have led them?  Would it have been Westwards towards Listcairn, or Eastwards, back here?”  His eyes were fixed on her as he let the accusing question slip, watching every muscle in her face for some tremor of admission.  All she showed was raw horror that he should think such a thing.
 
   “Lead them here, Prince Rugan?” She gave him an incredulous stare.  “To what purpose? There are better foes for us to fight than each other.  I have no plan or even the merest thought of usurping the throne of your province.  I am amazed you could even think it.”
 
   “A long life as an unloved Prince has taught me to seek and find conspiracy everywhere, Lady Niarmit.  I have rarely been disappointed in my expectations.”  He gave a joyless smile.  “At least if one always expects the worst, then all the surprises are pleasant ones.” 
 
   “Prince Rugan, we have a winter to gather our strength for the enemy’s onslaught.  We dare nor spend it in bickering and suspicion.”
 
   “So,” He turned to view the frozen gardens through the web of icicles criss-crossing the window.  “You are going to stiffen the resolve of Nordsalve for the ordeal ahead.”
 
   “Aye,” it seemed pointless to deny it.  “And I would like to be sure that those of my party that I leave behind continue to enjoy a safe and secure stay at your hospitality.”
 
   Rugan spun round.  Now it was his turn to warp his features in rage at the hint of accusation against his honour.   “I am no barbarian, Lady Niarmit.  The host’s code is not broken in my house.”
 
   “Hepdida fell ill in your care,” Niarmit snapped back.
 
   “An illness, Lady Niarmit, an illness,” he cried, his face so close to hers that she could see the lines time was wearing in his swarthy skin. “May I remind you my grandmother was struck down by a callous and cowardly blow from behind. No matter what nonsense Deaconess Rhodra might spout about some outside assassin, I know there is someone within these walls who has most heinously betrayed the obligations of a guest.”
 
   “Which do your grieve for more, the lady’s death, or the injury to your honour?”
 
   He stood stunned, as if she had slapped him.  “How dare you!”
 
   Niarmit’s own colour was rising.   Half a decade of frustration with the procrastination and self-serving of the Prince of Medyrsalve bubbled over in a fury so pure that it was as well she had left her sword in her chambers.  “Your sister thinks there is no-one you have ever loved bar yourself.  No service you have ever done bar your own.  I have bitten my tongue a hundred times, Rugan, but nothing will wipe away the memory of Bledrag field, looking in last hope for the spears of Medyrsalve and finding only orcs and ogres.  My father fell waiting in vain for your arrival, Gregor went outnumbered to his death, while you skulked on this side of the Palacintas.  There are many questions your honour has yet to answer.” 
 
   “Your father? You mean Matteus was your father?”
 
   “You betrayed both my fathers,” she spat irritated by his pedantry.
 
   “I couldn’t have saved Matteus, any more than Feyril could.  I couldn’t have saved Gregor either.  All I could have achieved was to leave Medyrsalve unprotected.”
 
   “What made you so fearful, Rugan?  Always waiting until it was too late before doing anything.  Five hundred years of waiting while so many moments had passed.  So many lost opportunities to get off your throne and make a difference.”
 
   “Five hundred years can teach you a lot about mortality, Lady Niarmit, about the fragility and ultimate transience of all life.  Do you know how many wives I have buried?  Loved aye, but also buried. The mistakes we may be easily drawn into are not so readily undone.”
 
   “Better to have made a mistake than to have made nothing.  I’d rather have a human lifetime of courage, than a half-elf’s span spent in cowardice.”
 
   He was quick, she had to admit that.  Quicker than she would have thought.  His hand was around her throat before she could take even half a step backwards, but her hand was on his dagger, drawing it from its sheaf and raising it to his neck before he could tighten his grip.  They froze thus, exchanging a glare of hatred in the suspended moment of mutually assured destruction.  At a cough from the entrance to the antechamber, they both slid their gaze warily sideways.
 
   Giesanne stood at the threshold of the room, regally calm at the prospect of husband and niece about to do away with each other.  Like children caught in the pastry larder, they hastily disengaged.  Rugan adjusted Niarmit’s collar where his intemperate gesture had ruffled the cloth.  Niarmit handed him back his knife, hilt first.
 
   “The Lady Niarmit was just telling me that she would be on her way shortly,” Rugan explained.
 
   “And you were giving her a warm embrace to wish her good fortune on her travels?”  The stern gaze and the hard edge to Giseanne’s voice belied the lightly mocking nature of her words.
 
   “These have been trying times of late, Lady Giseanne,” Niarmit ventured.  “Both our tempers may have frayed a little shorter than would be proper for our station.”   
 
   “You are both extremely dear to me,” Giseanne insisted. “It pains me to see you so very much at each other’s throats.”
 
   “It is perhaps timely then that I shall be on my travels.” Niarmit said.  “Splendid and spacious as this palace is, I think it is too confined a space to peaceably hold two such contrary spirits as my own and your husband’s.”
 
   Rugan’s dark eyes flashed sideways, alert to any rebuke in Niarmit’s words.
 
   “You go to Nordsalve, Lady Niarmit?” Giseanne rode smoothly over her husband’s irritation. “Have you told Hepdida yet?”
 
   “I meant to tell you first, Lady Giseanne, though your husband guessed my purpose.”
 
   “It wasn’t hard to decipher,” Rugan snorted.  “It has been the chief discussion at council these past weeks, will she? won’t she?  I daresay Leniot and Tybert will have a wager on it.”
 
   “If I could, I would time my departure so that they both lost,” Niarmit replied evenly.
 
   That wrought a smile from the half-elf, happy to share a dislike of the wastrel lords of Oostsalve.
 
   “There are other factors should affect the timing of your journey,” Giseanne interrupted.  “Which route you will take and who will escort you?”
 
   “I have decided.  I need to travel light and swift.  The route that Isobel’s heralds take should answer our purpose.  If Marvenna will not let us pass through the Silverwood itself, we should at least make use of the shadow of unease that the elven forest casts into Morsalve.”
 
   “The Pale of Silverwood?”
 
   Niarmit nodded.  “The strip is a few leagues wide running beyond the tree line.  There are no settlements or farming there. Too many shy away in fearful awe of Andril’s people.  By the same token we should avoid any of Maelgrum’s billeted orcish troops, and provided there are few of us, we should not stir up attention to draw any of his patrols beyond the towns and villages they have enslaved.”   
 
   “Lady Isobel will be most grateful for your arrival I am sure.  A woman and child in a court of warrior men can feel very alone.”
 
   “If I understand the Bishop well enough, there is a garrison at the Eastern crossing of the Derrach that is most loyal to Lady Regent in memory of Hetwith.  We will head there first.”
 
   “When do you leave?”
 
   Niarmit glanced at Rugan.  “As soon as horses can be saddled would still be too late for my liking.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Well Captain, I see it is your turn to stand vigil.”
 
   Kimbolt struggled up from the chair as the Lady Regent and a rotund deaconess came into Hepdida’s sick room.  “I’m always happy to do so, your Highness.”
 
   “Yes,” Giseanne smiled.  “I have brought one of Hepdida’s previous nurse maids to marvel at the progress she has made.  This is Deaconess Rhodra.”
 
   The woman shuffled forward.  Her hair was worn unusually short, in a close cropped boyish cut and her robes hung loosely on a figure which, while not slim, was less full than it must once have been.  There was a certain unevenness to her gait, a favouring of her right leg, with her left arm tucked tight against her side.  “Her colour is much improved, my Lady,” Rhodra agreed as she stood at the foot of the bed to inspect Hepdida’s slumbering form.  “It seems a natural sleep.”
 
   “She is awake for longer these last few days and her talk and manner are quite untainted by sickness.”  Kimbolt added.  “It is only the failings in her memory that give her some frustration, and the weakness of her body.”
 
   Rhodra touched at her scalp, running a hand above her right ear where the short hair was at its most unruly.  “The sickness gave her a surprising strength.”
 
   At the woman’s voice Hepdida stirred and stretched and rolled over to her other side, curling into a ball.  Rhodra stepped back with a small cry of alarm.  “You have undone her bonds!”
 
   “Easy,” Giseanne patted the Deaconess’s arm.  “We have the good Captain to stand watch and since Mistress Elise has arrived there has been no sign or tremor of the madness that afflicted her.  The disease of the mind was gone the instant our Goddess sent herbalist arrived, the sickness of the body is answering less rapidly but no less surely to her balms.”
 
   “I am glad of that,” Rhodra nodded, still standing close to Giseanne.  “We have much to thank this herbalist for. Where is she? I would like to meet her.”
 
   “She went to the woods an hour ago.  She said she has more herbs to collect,” Kimbolt said.  “With the Princess asleep it seemed the best time.”
 
   “Herbs?” Rhodra frowned.  “In this frost?”
 
   “Whatever it is she finds out there, Deaconess, I can but be grateful that she was sent to us.  This is a cure I never dreamt of seeing.”  Giseanne turned away quickly and walked towards the balcony.  She sniffed and raised a hand to her face to wipe at her eyes. “I just think of my poor father and only wish..”  Her voice tailed of as Rhodra limped after her.  
 
   “All which could be done for your father was done, your Highness.” The Deaconess took a turn to offer reassurance.  
 
   “I know.”  Giseanne’s voice was thick.  “But he suffered such torment, we all did.  I had steeled myself to suffer it all again with poor Hepdida and this chance of a cure, it unlocks as much past pain as it kindles present hope.” 
 
   “The Goddess is the source of all hope and the balm for all pain, your Highness.”   The Lady Regent gave a nod as Rhodra squeezed her hand. “Now, if you will excuse me, Bishop Sorenson has assured me he can cure this dratted arm of its laziness and give me a more upright stance.  It is slow work but I think I see an improvement each day.”
 
   “Of course, Deaconess, you must go.  You have given more than any of us to keep Hepdida well. We owe you much.”
 
   Rhodra turned and limped from the room with a nod and a smile of acknowledgement to Kimbolt.  When the door had closed behind her he asked, “your Highness, that was the lady who Hepdida struck in her madness?”
 
   Giseanne turned back towards him, hugging herself against a shiver which owed little to the cold. “I was here then as well. It might have been my skull that got split by the bowl.”  She shook her head, “I could not have believed someone so slight could have such strength in her.  It was only Lady Niarmit’s prayers that saved poor Rhodra’s life.”
 
   “Hepdida is much better now,” he tried to drag Giseanne from the horrific memory.  “Rhodra too.”
 
   “Indeed, Captain.  It seems our herbalist has found a cure which eluded all the priests and priestesses of Morwencairn.  She is truly Goddess sent.”
 
   Kimbolt frowned.  “It was five? six years ago when your esteemed father fell ill was it not?”
 
   “Yes Captain,”  Giseanne agreed.  “He has been dead five summers now, but he fell ill near twelve months before he passed.”  She drew close, scanning his perplexed expression.  “This is well known, Captain.  Throughout the land his illness was proclaimed. Is your own memory troubling you?”
 
   Kimbolt bit his lip, chasing down a thought that ducked and weaved through the corridors of his mind.  “Why then did Mistress Elise not come when your father was ill?”
 
   “What?”  Giseanne’s brow wrinkled as she considered this complication.  “Perhaps she fell ill after him?”
 
   Kimbolt shook his head.  “No, she fell ill as a child, when she was twelve and her sister nine.  Whatever cure she found, she found it long before your father fell ill.  She must have known the nature of his sickness no less surely than she knew what afflicted Hepdida.”
 
   “She is from Oostport. Maybe she did not hear of it, maybe it was too far.”
 
   “No,  she came here through the snow and ice in the depths of winter.   She had a whole year to come to your father’s sick bed and offer her services.  You said yourself it was proclaimed throughout the land.  We all knew of it, I knew of it. Why did she not come?  Besides you note her accent? You know where she was brought up?”
 
   Giseanne shrugged unhappily. Kimbolt grimaced.  He would not have wished to burden her with the bubble of thoughts that had been troubling him, but Kaylan, Quintala and Niarmit had all ridden North two days past.  There was no-one else to raise his concerns with.  Neither the decadent lords of Oostalve and their retinue, nor the priests of Nordsalve offered much by way of worthy confidantes. There had been too much deceit and secrecy and only the uncomplicated truth would reassure him.
 
   “You know her accent, your Highness.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “It is of Morwencairn, of the back streets of your home town.  The same place that Hepdida lived as a child.  Mistress Elise fell ill as a child long before your father was afflicted and in some street a stone’s throw from his palace.”
 
   “Captain,” There was a cold edge to Giseanne’s voice.  “Mistress Elise has been the solution to all our woes.  You must admit she has herself suffered much at the hands of this vile illness.  By the marks it has left upon her, she must have been saved with barely a few days to spare.  How can you try to twist her charity into some unholy form.  As a friend to Hepdida, and a newly restored friend at that, it befits you ill to be sowing suspicion around our young herbalist.  ”
 
   “I beg pardon your Highness.” Kimbolt bowed low, wincing at the Lady Regent’s personal rebuke.  “It is just, I have grown to be suspicious of loose ends.  There are stories untold and motivations unheard that flow through the corridors of your husband’s palace.  One thing I have learned in my recent and often unworthy past is that all is rarely as it first appears.”
 
   “Hush, Captain, no more of this.  The girl is stirring.”
 
   On the bed Hepdida stretched and yawned.  “I heard voices,” she said.  “Were you arguing?”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was freezing in the lofty chamber, the high windows gave scant protection against the winter gale. But Odestus shivering at his desk in the cold’s embrace welcomed the numbing discomfort like an old friend.  Orcs’ blood he had few enough of those.
 
   There was a knock at the door, soft and hesitant.  “Come in Vesten,” the wizard commanded.
 
   The secretary slipped inside, not daring to open the door more than an inch further than necessary to admit his slender form.  Notwithstanding that he had garbed himself in thick wools and fur, Vesten was so thin that he could entirely disappear from view simply by turning sideways or, Odestus thought with private cruelty, by sharing his personality.
 
   “You summoned me, Governor?”  The secretary’s voice and face were directed squarely at Odestus but his eyes slid ever sideways to the shrouded form in the middle of the chamber.
 
   “She bothers you, Vesten?”
 
   “No, Governor, no,” the secretary trembled with his lie.  “Why … why do we keep her…. Why have we not…”
 
   Odestus shrugged.  “The Master wills it this way, Vesten.  I have not been given leave to bury or to burn her.”
 
   Vesten shook his head, incredulous.  “What can it mean? Does he want her for a zombie?”
 
   Odestus rose like a storm with such a fury that Vesten backed all the way to the door.  “If Maelgrum were to even suggest it, I would burn her myself!” he thundered.  His own alarm surprised him. The secret fear he had harboured these past weeks resonated when echoed by another.  It had driven him to conceal a bottle of quick oil with a soaked rag wick beneath his desk.  Vesten’s voicing of his own private fear made that seem more a rational precaution than an insane paranoia.
 
   “Of course, Governor,” Vesten cowered in submissive agreement. 
 
   Odestus’s temper fizzled away at the man’s shivering trepidation.  He could not stay angry in the face of those who feared him. The absurdity that he, of all people, should inspire horror in another just filled him with weary sadness.  He sat down and beckoned Vesten over.   The secretary was wary at first but then came and stood before him with the merest hint of a glance over his shoulder at the still form of Dema.
 
   “I did not call you here to argue over what the Master may or may not intend for the fallen lady.”
 
   “No, Governor.”  Vesten was inscrutable, every glimmer of curiosity scourged from his face as he waited for Odestus to enlighten him.
 
   “You recall the other day, when Galen launched his little attempt at a coup?”
 
   “Yes, Governor,” the secretary paled at the memory.
 
   “And you came looking for me, to warn me?”
 
   “Yes, Governor.”
 
   “But you did not find me?”
 
   Vesten’s face twisted in distress as he tried to fathom what was the correct answer, or at least the safe answer.  His mouth worked in the beginnings of half a dozen yes’s and no’s while he scanned his master’s face for the slightest hint of which was the favoured response.   Odestus had not seen such discomfort since he had, by accident, dropped a chameleon on the multi-coloured flag of Undersalve.  The reptile had died and Vesten seemed likely to follow the same fate.
 
   “You came in here and I was not there.”
 
   “Er … yes,” Vesten announced with painful slowness as his attempts to simultaneously shake and nod his head had him tracing circles in the air with his chin.  “If that is what you wanted me to not find.”
 
   “Oh Vesten!” Odestus let his exasperation slip. “There is no artifice in my question. I know the answer anyway.”
 
   “Then why ask for it Governor,” Vesten whimpered.
 
   “You came in here found the room empty and left to speak with Galen.”
 
   “But then you came out after me.”
 
   “Does Galen know you found the room empty?”
 
   Vesten was all stiff injured pride.   “I do not talk to the necromancer,” he said with haughty servility.   “He does not like me.”
 
   “Galen doesn’t like anybody.” Odestus bit back the further observation that nobody liked Vesten.   “So as far as Galen sees it, I was simply hiding in the room, biding my time.”
 
   “But you were not.”  Vesten frowned.  “The room was empty.”
 
   “It may have appeared so, but I… I was on the Master’s business.”
 
   Vesten’s head twitched in a quarter turn towards the shrouded corpse.  “Did it concern the Lady?”
 
   Odestus shook his head quickly.  “No, no Vesten.  It was another matter, but a secret matter, you understand.”
 
   Vesten nodded eagerly. 
 
   “And Galen must not know of it. The Master would be ill pleased.”
 
   “Oh yes, of course Governor.”
 
   “As far as our fine plumed necromancer is concerned I simply chose to work in private seclusion with, admittedly, only a dead friend for company.  He must think I am always here when I am in retreat.”
 
   “He will hear no hint or suspicion of anything other, not from my lips, Governor.”
 
   “Good, good,” Odestus nodded slowly.  “Make sure it stays that way Vesten.  If I should ever suspect you might be about to fail me in this matter…”
 
   “You won’t Governor.”
 
   “…then I would have to kill you.”
 
   Odestus smiled a broad twinkling smile.  Vesten smiled back keen to share the joke, but the secretary’s hopeful grin cracked and crumbled at the unwavering rictus on his master’s face.  There was no joke.
 
   “Is that all, Governor?” he asked faintly.
 
   “For now, Vesten, yes that is all.”
 
   Odestus waited a long minute after the door had closed, drawing deep even breaths to calm himself for the ordeal ahead.  Then slowly he rose and crossed the chamber to a hanging tapestry, heavy cloth which moved reluctantly aside to expose the bare stone wall behind it.  Odestus worked his fingers in a delicate conjuration stretching his palms apart as the final gesture in the enchantment.  Between his hands an oval window appeared in the air, a few inches wide and not much taller.  Odestus let his hands drop to his side as he stared into the opening, no larger than a hand mirror.  It was always safer this way, an opening just big enough to see through, far too small for anyone to pass through.  The best way to check that the coast was clear. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The fresh fall of snow cushioned his feet as Kimbolt crept between the trees.   Ahead of him the hooded herbalist strode on oblivious to the dogged tracker that she had acquired.  Kimbolt had slipped onto her trail as she had first entered the woods, a hundred yards or so beyond the palace compound.  Elise walked with the assured purpose of someone with a destination in mind.  Her staff punched precise holes in the snow alongside the swishing track swept out by her skirts.  Kimbolt’s precaution of ducking from tree to tree in pursuit was quite superfluous given her disinclination to so much as glance behind her. 
 
   She turned just once.  Some landmark invisible to Kimbolt, prompted her to swerve to the left bringing his only moment of near discovery.  He ducked behind a bush, careful not to dislodge the high blades of snow that perched on its branches.  There was only the soft fading shuffle of robes sweeping through the powdery whiteness as Elise went on her way.
 
   After a moment’s pause, Kimbolt crept from concealment and hurried after her. She had made good ground, her cloaked form disappearing down an avenue of trees.  As he hurried on he nearly stumbled into the clearing where she had stopped. Fortunately she was facing away from him and he was able to step back behind a tree trunk.  Peeping round its bark, etched with white by the wind driven snow, he saw her surveying the ground before a great oak with an air of discontent.  The snow was piled high before the massive trunk.  With a flick of her foot she kicked up a spray of white mist from the mound’s surface.  Then she stabbed the ground with the butt of her staff.
 
   Kimbolt’s jaw dropped as the head of her staff erupted in a flickering green fire.  Verdant flames licked at its gnarled surface.  The fire did not consume the wood but there must have been a heat in the wavering tongues of fire for there was a hiss of steam as Elise thrust the blazing end of the staff into the mound of snow.  The cloud enveloped her as she swept the unquenchable torch back and forth across the pile of snow.  
 
   It took some time for the resultant fog to dissipate and when it did, Kimbolt saw the herbalist kneeling in the patch of ground she had cleared pulling something from a leather sack that still lay half hidden beneath one of the tree’s proud roots.  
 
   He edged sideways, tiptoeing from tree to tree to try and see what she was doing.  If the show with the staff had surprised him, its fundamental purpose remained baffling.  Elise was kneeling, resting on her heels as she chewed absently at a piece of white root in her hand.  She opened her mouth to bite off another chunk and a thin trail of purple juice dripped down her chin.  They stayed there a minute or so, the incredulous Captain and the munching herbalist.  Then, suddenly satisfied with her unusual repast, Elise thrust the remaining root back in the bag, bundled the bag into the cavity beneath the tree and, with an audible creak of her knees, straightened up.   
 
   Next, to complete Kimbolt’s consternation, she waved her hands in a tangle of fingers and a cloud of vapour condensed from the cold air and thickened into fresh flakes of snow which tumbled to the ground recreating the windblown mound which her flaming staff had melted.
 
   He had been craning forward to watch the spectacle, so mesmerised by it that he almost toppled forward.  He flicked out a foot to stop himself, but in so doing caught a low branch with his knee dislodging a little flurry of snowflakes. The movement caught Elise’s eye and she spun round staff held two handed before her.
 
   “Who’s there?” There was more anger than fear in her voice.
 
   Kimbolt stepped carefully from his hiding place, left hand resting casually on the scabbard of his sword, fingers of his right hand twitching to reach for the weapon.
 
   “Captain Kimbolt,” she said evenly.  “How unseemly of you to be following a young woman around the forest.  Have you been spying on me long?”
 
   “Long enough.”  He kept his tone level and watched her eyes trying to guess her next move.
 
   “Oh!” she said, hands tightening on her staff.
 
   “I know who you are, what you are,” he said as his right hand crept across his waist.
 
   “Do you now?” If Elise was alarmed she hid it well.
 
   “You’re a sorcerer, a mage.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “You don’t deny it?”
 
   “I’m guessing you saw my little tricks to protect my fingers from the cold.  The sickness still plagues my joints with rheumatism.  It makes scrabbling through the snow very painful for me.  I don’t suppose there would be much point in denying what you had seen.”
 
   “But wizardry is forbidden to humans, all mages are condemned to exile.”
 
   She laughed at that.  “I am indeed.”
 
   “It is the law.” Her amusement stung his professional pride.
 
   “Well Captain Kimbolt, if you can carry me across a hundred leagues of zombie and orc infested Morsalve to cast me into exile beyond the fallen barrier then you will certainly have earned your commission.”
 
   “That’s not the point.”
 
   “And what is?”
 
   “That you’re a criminal.”
 
   “Yes that’s right. I am the criminal who is saving your young friend’s life, and incidentally if you are skulking after me, who is with Hepdida now?”
 
   “I asked father Merlow to sit with the Princess. I had to follow you.”
 
   He had fired her anger now.  “You fool of a man, are you really so blind to what has been going on around you.”   She spun away from him, quick anxious steps retracing her path.  He had to half run to catch her up.
 
   “I knew you were not who you seemed, I knew you were hiding something.”  He wailed his cleverness at her indifference.  “I guessed it wasn’t herbs for Hepdida that brought you out here. What is that white stuff you were chewing anyway?”
 
   “Radix Tegendo.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Radix Tegendo.  Some call it thief’s friend. It shields the mind from magical scrying.”
 
   “So you don’t deny you were hiding something.”
 
   “I know my craft puts me beyond the law, Captain. I’m hardly likely to blunder into Rugan’s palace with all its wards and guards with my sorcerous nature shining like a beacon for every cleric and curate to see.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To Hepdida, where you should be.”
 
   “Wait,” he caught her by the shoulder to draw her back.  She whirled round, staff raised a few inches from the ground.  “How can I trust you?”
 
   “How can you not?” 
 
   “You come here, unannounced, illegal user of magic, worm your way into our favour, effect some cure of an illness it seems only you can understand, despite the finest efforts of every priest and priestess in the palace.”  He tried to be stern in the face of her glare.  “What else might you be hiding?”
 
   She sighed and shook her head.  “Do you not see it Captain, Hepdida was not ill.”
 
   “Not ill? but….”
 
   Elise waved his confusion aside and declared with the certainty of a parade ground sergeant major, “She was cursed.”   The assertion brought another frown of puzzlement to Kimbolt’s features, before the faux herbalist went on.  “It was a wizard’s curse.  Somewhere in that palace is another user of my art who has turned it to a dark path and cursed your young friend.  That is why the many prayers and offerings of the Goddess’s servants could not shift the ailment.  It takes a wizard to undo a wizard’s curse and there have been precious few of them since that fool Thren the eighth condemned us all to ignorance or exile.”
 
   Kimbolt’s eyes flicked left and right as he struggled to assimilate the news. “And you think Merlow is that wizard?”
 
   “I don’t know, Captain.  Any of them might be.  Those who practice the crime of sorcery have learnt new ways of concealment, Radix Tegendo is the least of them.”
 
   The world she painted of a hidden column of secret sorcerers filled Kimbolt with horror.  Suddenly he saw wizards behind every tree and trembled at the thought of how many might lurk along the corridors of Laviserve.   “Who is there we can trust?”
 
   “There is just the two of us Captain, and to be honest, I am not that sure about you.”
 
   They were nearing the edge of the forest now.  A log jam of questions was backed up in Kimbolt’s mind and at last one shook free from his constipated thought processes.
 
   “How long have you been involved in this criminal witchcraft?”
 
   Elise sighed.  “Since the day I was saved, since the day my sister died.  When magic and a wizard save your life, you find you owe them both something.”
 
   “You were a child then!”
 
   “I was twelve years old with old woman’s hair and skin as pitted and uneven as the Palacintas.  I was dying and he came.”
 
   “Who.”
 
   “The wizard.”
 
   “What wizard?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now. He’s dead.”
 
   He caught her arm to stop her while they were still beyond earshot of the palace.  “It does matter, it all matters. Explain yourself woman.  I am done with puzzles and mysteries.”  He waved towards the towers of Laviserve poking above the tree line.  “Speak plain or I will tell all at Rugan’s palace just who and what you are.”
 
   She shook his hand free and glared back, “you wouldn’t do that, Captain.  Who else will complete Hepdida’s cure?”
 
   “You know as well as I that she is cured already, cured of the sickness.  It is only the weakness that remains.  A few weeks of good broth is all she needs.”
 
   “And you would betray me?”  Elise sniffed and shook her white hair.  “The ingratitude of men, it was ever thus.”
 
   “Enough mystery, tell all.  Tell it now.  Who was this wizard? What is your history?”
 
   Elise gave a weary sigh.  “The wizard was called Malchus, my mother found him.  I do not know how she heard of him, but she was desperate.” She spoke in quick sparse sentences, as though it were some dry tale of ancient history she were delivering rather than her own life story.  “Rancine and I were sick practically to death.  She would have tried anything, she tried him and only just in time, for me at least.”
 
   “Your father, what did he say to this?”
 
   A shadow clouded Elise’s ravaged face.  “He was gone by then, a month gone.  He told my mother all would be well, that he had something planned, he couldn’t tell what but she shouldn’t worry.  He never came back, abandoned his post, abandoned us.”  The sorceress glared at the ground.  “Two sick daughters, no money, thrown out of our home.  What was my mother to do? Cures were expensive. Malchus was our only hope.”
 
   “How did she pay?”
 
   She gave him a pitying look. “How do you think, Captain?”
 
   Still Kimbolt felt driven to ask the question, his tone thick with disbelief. “She prostituted herself?”
 
   Elise’s eyes flared in anger.  “What mother wouldn’t do anything, everything to save their child.  Come, Captain, ‘tis the gossip of the palace how you were the snake lady’s bed slave.  I think you are ill placed to pass comment on anyone else’s morality.”
 
   “I am ashamed of many things I have done, Mistress Elise.”
 
   “Well I am not ashamed,” she stormed.  “Nor need my mother be.”
 
   “How did you come to Oostport then?”
 
   “Malchus kept a house there as well as in Morwencairn.  In the summer he liked to travel to the Eastern Lands. Trade and research he called it.” She glanced to one side.  “After my father left it was difficult for us in Morwencairn.  But at least in Oostport no-one knew our history. There was only my face to shock the passers-by into unsubtle mutterings.”
 
   “And this wizard took you on as his apprentice?”
 
   “He kept us both, in different ways. At first they were different.” 
 
   “At first?”
 
   “He took me on the first visit to Salicia when I was thirteen.  He told my mother he needed my help in gathering and storing the ingredients that you could only buy freely over there.  It became a regular thing then, journeying abroad, just me and him.”  She shrugged and looked away.  “And we did buy all those special ingredients by day.  By night it was different.”
 
   Kimbolt frowned.  “So, the master of magic was also an abuser of trust, of innocence.  Does this not prove the taint of magic, prove its power to corrupt.  Can you not admit the wisdom of Thren in banning its study?”
 
   “No!” She shouted.   “No, fool.  In making magic criminal, Thren made honest people into criminals.  Those who have been told they live a life of crime lose all respect for other laws.  It is not the magic which corrupts and makes them criminal, it is the law.”
 
   “You’re saying this Malchus would have left you and your mother alone if he had been allowed to flaunt his mage-craft openly.” 
 
   She shrugged.  “Malchus was not a good man, but it was not magic that made him bad.  If the one pastime had not been made a crime he might never have gained the will to indulge the other.  Indeed, if wizardry had not been bound in myth and fear my sickness and my sister’s would have been understood far sooner.   She would not be dead, my father would not have left.  In short, if Thren the Eighth had had as much sense as he had wives, the Kingdom of the Salved would be a far better place today.”
 
   Kimbolt’s mouth worked in wordless incomprehension at the blasphemous assertion.  Before he could shape his thoughts into sound she snapped.  “There that is all my story.  Well all you will ever hear and more than I have ever told.  If it is not enough to keep that foolish tongue still in your head then so be it.  Whatever cure I may have affected on Hepdida there is someone that has cursed her, someone who remains at large.  If you would still expose me as the criminal that Thren’s foolish laws have made me, then do so.  As I said, sending me to exile will be a struggle for you now.”
 
   “One last question,” Kimbolt asked.  “And then I’m done.”
 
   “Make it quick.”
 
   “Malchus.  What happened to him? How did he die? Did you…”
 
   “My mother killed him, and then herself.”   With that the sorceress turned on her heel and marched towards the palace.
 
   
  
 

***  
 
   The horses’ breath frosted in the pale light of morning.  They stamped and snorted as their riders argued around the remains of the campfire.  “Your Majesty,” Sergeant Jolander was insistent.  “This is madness.”
 
   Quintala stood at the big cavalryman’s side, the contrast between them heightened by his encumbrance of winter clothing while she was lightly garbed with little more than a cloak against the cold.  For all their differences of race, gender and appearance, they had found a fierce common cause.  The Seneschal shook her silver hair and leant her weight to the soldier’s plea.  “Sergeant Jolander is right, your Majesty.  This is an absurd risk.”
 
   “Everything is a risk, Seneschal,” Niarmit replied.  “Which is more absurd, for three of us to try to sneak unnoticed along the forest line, or for a troop of twenty cavalry to blunder through the snow?”
 
   “But, your Majesty, if anything should go wrong, if you should be spotted…” the ice on the fringes of Jolander’s moustache was shaken free by the vigour of his distress.
 
   “If we are spotted then three or three and twenty will make no difference.  Neither would be enough to fight, our objective must be to minimise the risk of being seen, not to try and armour ourselves against the consequences.”
 
   “You are my Queen, your Majesty.”  Jolander gestured at his small troop with a broad sweep of his hand.  “This is the last remnant of the army of Morsalve, we are here to serve you, not abandon you.”
 
   “You are here, as ever Sergeant, to obey my orders and my orders are that you ride back to Rugan’s palace.”
 
   It was only the icy cold which stopped tears of frustration from coursing across Jolander’s frost bitten cheeks.  Quintala’s hand upon his arm bid him refrain from further pleading.  When the Seneschal spoke it was in a softer tone which had Niarmit immediately on guard against some more subtle entreaty. “Your Majesty,” Quintala began.  “If you are indeed determined on this course, then make your party just one stronger. Four is a round number.  Take me with you.”
 
   The sergeant whimpered at the betrayal, but Niarmit simply shook her head.  Before she could open her mouth to explain her reasons, Quintala placed a finger on her lips to stifle the unspoken rebuttal. “Your Majesty, we stand here at the tip of the Palacintas.” She waved to the South-West with a broad sweep of her hand where the peaks of the Palacinta mountains had gradually worn down to lowly hills.  “To the North is the unwelcoming forest of Silverwood and your path takes you North East through conquered Morsalve in that narrow strip of land between Marvenna’s realm and Maelgrum’s conquest.  It is a perilous and uncertain path.”
 
   “It is a path that Lady Isobel’s heralds have trod quite safely and singly these past few weeks.  There is no reason to think it any more perilous now.”
 
   “Aye your Majesty, but think who you take with you.” She shot a glance to one side where Kaylan stood impatient to be off.  “If Marvenna should have gleaned some inkling of your companion’s ….  involvement….”
 
   “How could she?”  Niarmit spoke firmly to dissuade any further allusion however thinly veiled to Kychelle’s murder. “There is nothing for her to know.”
 
   “All the same, your Majesty,” Quintala drove on.  “If I rode with you then I could argue the cause with any of my mother’s people.  I can move softly, I would not to add in any measure to your risk of discovery, but I could add protection against the ill will of either orcs or elves.”
 
   Niarmit tried to mask the compassion in her eyes, she knew it would humiliate Quintala to be pitied.  But the half-elf was as much an outsider to her mother’s people as Kaylan the thief was.  “I need you at Laviserve, Quintala,” she said.  “Hepdida and Kimbolt are alone in your brother’s house.”
 
   “You do not trust my brother?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “I try not to trust anybody your Majesty, saving yourself of course.”  
 
   “Is that why you have spent the midnight watch scouting for signs of pursuit?” 
 
   “I need less sleep, your Majesty.  I like to use the time to see what or who is out there.”
 
   “And what have you found?”
 
   Quintala looked away and bit her lip.  “No-one your Majesty.”
 
   “So, you have only confirmed what we already knew.  We have not been shadowed by any party still less with one of ill intent.  Quintala, this is the course of action I am determined on.”
 
   The Seneschal pursed her lips and bowed her head.  Jolander clasped his hands atop his head in despair.  “And what of your other companion, your Majesty, the Bishop’s man?”  Quintala shot back.
 
   “Fenwell? What of him?”
 
   The thin manservant, bulked out with winter furs, stood apart from the rest tending to his horse’s tack.
 
   “You and Kaylan both have reasons to doubt him. That is why you set me to spy on him.” 
 
   “And you uncovered nothing, Quintala.  He is our guide, he’s trod this path before.”
 
   “Let me follow him still.  There may be secrets hidden deep within him, I am not certain he can be trusted?”
 
   “Nor am I, but I think Kaylan and I can manage. It is two nights at most before we reach the river Derrach and Lady Isobel’s loyal garrison. This journey is one his Mistress has most earnestly entreated for; I do not see that Fenwell would find any advantage in compromising it.  But perhaps on the journey we will find a moment to probe Kaylan’s suspicions with more rigour.”
 
   “All the same, your Majesty, I wish you would...”
 
   “I need you at Laviserve, Quintala.”  Niarmit seized the disconsolate half-elf’s hand and squeezed it.  “Who knows how long I will be gone, a month, maybe two.  That is a long time to have no voice at Rugan’s court.  Be my eyes and ears there, Quintala.  Speak with my voice, with my authority.”  
 
   The half-elf looked up and met her gaze at last.  “I will try to do your wishes justice, your Majesty.”
 
   “That’s all I want.”
 
   “My Lady!” Kaylan had waited long enough.  He rattled his horse’s bridle in an uncharacteristically public show of impatience.  “The Sun is up, we must be on our way.  I would hope to spend no more than two nights in the Pale of the Silverwood.”
 
   “I’m coming, Kaylan,” Niarmit assured him.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt and Elise paused side by side in the doorway, both stunned by the strange trio assembled in Hepdida’s sick room.  The curate Merlow sat stiff backed with discomfort unwilling to relinquish his role as the Princess’s attendant, but uneasy in the company of two women engaged in girlish talk.  Maia was sitting on the bed, the close confidante of the invalid.  Hepdida was sitting cross-legged atop the bedclothes a vanity mirror held in one hand while the other pulled up the central streak of disease whitened hair, twisting it left and right to check its extent.
 
   “There are treatments I have got,” Maia was saying.  “From my friends in Oostport.  Salves and ointments which will turn the hue of any hair.” She leaned in conspiratorially.  “There is a girl I know, her husband thinks she is a true born redhead, fiery like your Lady Niarmit.  In truth her natural colour is as plain as a field mouse.”  
 
   “I could have red hair?” Hepdida squealed.  “I don’t have to look like a badger all my life.”
 
   Maia smiled and stretched out a hand to pat the girl’s knee.  “You can be any colour or mix of colours you like.  Think of this lighter streak as an opportunity not a curse.”
 
   “What is this?” Elise demanded.  “Who gave you leave to be here, Lady Maia?”
 
   The Oostslave courtier flung a hand against her chest in injured pride.  “Mistress Elise, I am only visiting a poor sick girl who has been starved of any real companionship in her illness.  The good father here told me it would be fine.”
 
   “I could see no harm in it,” the curate hastily muttered.  “The Lady Hepdida has been wide awake this past hour and seemed unmoved by my discourse on the life of the Prophet.  I think she is still younger than her years, more like to find amusement in childish past times.”  He glared pointedly at the mirror which the girl was holding. 
 
   “Come now father,” Maia chided.  “What woman would not want to see what injury an illness had wrought on her appearance, and now the girl has got some colour back she can see how little lasting harm has been done to her looks.” She stretched out her hand to lift and tilt Hepdida’s chin. “Why even those marks of distinction that the orc gave you have faded somewhat, while the thinning of your frame is no barrier to beauty quite the opposite in fact.  I am sure my Lord Tybert would think you even more handsome now than he did before.”
 
   “You may leave,” Elise announced.  “Now,” she added by way of emphasis when the other woman was slow to rise.
 
   Maia wrinkled her nose as she met the herbalist’s fierce stare.  “Mistress Elise, you too might learn some tricks.  The older ladies that I know back in Oostsalve have found ways to hide the whitening of their hair.  No need to lose all colour, in fact you have much more choice now.” She touched a hand to her own cheek, lips pursed in a frown of puzzlement.  “Of course, I am not sure that there is anything we could do about… there are creams I know which smooth the skin, but…”
 
   “I like myself exactly as I am, Lady Maia,” the herbalist said with a level voice.  “If I did not, how could I expect anyone else to?”
 
   “How indeed!” Maia cried.
 
   “Please leave us, Lady Maia, father Merlow.” Kimbolt weighed in.  “There are matters we would discuss with the Princess.”
 
   “Of course.” The curate gathered himself for a grateful departure.  Maia moved more reluctantly, giving an affectionate glance back at Hepdida on the bed.
 
   “Keep the mirror my dear, I will call again tomorrow with all my salves.  You can decide how red you want your hair to be, or perhaps a golden yellow.  No need to follow the Lady Niarmit in everything!”
 
   As the door closed behind the departing pair, Hepdida scowled up at the herbalist and the captain.  “I was enjoying her company.”
 
   “The Lady Maia is not a fit companion for you, she talks nothing but vain idleness.”  Elise prowled the room as she delivered her verdict, staring into corners and at the fine wood panelling.
 
   “I like vain idleness.” Hepdida pouted.  “There was a time when that was all I had to worry about, girls chattering about how to make themselves pretty.  How to make a man look twice.”  She glanced up at Kimbolt.  “I remember…”
 
   “Yes, child.  How is your memory?” Elise returned from her inspection of the walls to sit at the foot of the bed.  
 
   “Of when?”
 
   “Of now, of your illness.”
 
   “I don’t like to remember it.”
 
   “That’s as maybe, but this is important.”
 
   “I remember what I did, watching what I did.  Feeling the hate and the madness driving me while I watched it.  I don’t like that memory.”
 
   “Tsh,” Elise wafted her concerns away.  “What about before, before you fell ill. What can you remember then?”
 
   Hepdida frowned with concentration.  “I can’t really remember much.”
 
   “Try, Hepdida,” Kimbolt urged.  “It’s important.”
 
   “Why? I’m getting better now.  I’m just tired, and a bit thin.  Why does it matter how I fell ill?”
 
   “Because….”  Kimbolt frowned as he tried to find the words to explain.
 
   Elise filled the void of his hesitation. “Because you did not fall ill, you were made ill.  You’ve been cursed child, just as I was.  Someone did this to you.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “We don’t know. That’s why we need you to remember, to remember everything.”
 
   Hepdida screwed up her face as she sifted through her broken memories. “I remember going out riding.”  She said at length.  “I was going to meet someone.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   She shook her head.  “It’s not clear, but I was happy about it.”
 
   “That’s more than you’ve remembered before,” Kimbolt said.
 
   “The rest will come back if we give it time,”   Elise added.  “If we can afford to give it time.”
 
   “Why would anyone want to harm me though?”
 
   Elise counted the possibilities off on her fingers.  “Because of who you are, or what you know, or something you’ve done or something they fear you are going to do.” 
 
   Hepdida shook her head in disbelief, then stopped suddenly eyes widening as a flood of memories returned.  ”Kychelle!”
 
   “The Elf lady?”  Elise asked.
 
   The girl nodded vigorously.  “Kaylan and me, we had ideas how she had been murdered.  Someone in the palace, someone who stole Kaylan’s sword, who got into the nursery.”
 
   “Kaylan’s sword?”  Kimbolt’s ears pricked up at the mention of the thief.  “How is Kaylan’s sword involved in Kychelle’s murder?”
 
   Hepdida looked quickly around.  “Kaylan said I shouldn’t speak of it.”
 
   “Kaylan isn’t here and so far he has not acquitted himself well as your protector. I think you are safely discharged from any promise you gave that thief,” Kimbolt said sourly.
 
   “It wasn’t that.” Hepdida dropped her voice and beckoned the others close.  “He said the walls of the palace had ears, we had to be careful.  He thought someone skilled in climbing might have got into his room and into the nursery to kill the elf Lady.  I can’t remember but maybe I stumbled on something, something that made the murderer want to silence me.”  She banged her head with the heel of her palm.  “I wish I could remember.”
 
   “Whoever it was child, they didn’t curse you just once.”  Elise’s statement drew blank looks from her companions.  “The curse is a vicious one, I know that from painful experience.  A priest cannot cure it, only slow or stall its progress.  But you my dear, you have had some relapses of striking severity.”
 
   “And?”  
 
   “The curse must have been re-applied, and more than once since you first fell ill.   Someone has come close enough to entwine you more deeply in the web of sickness.  A great deal of effort and artifice has been used to keep you ill.”
 
   “But Hepdida has been sat with day and night, who could have done it.  Not any of those who tended her? Surely not?”
 
   “It is either one of them or someone who found a secret way into this room while your attendants slept.”
 
   “The same person who stole Kaylan’s sword and killed Kychelle with it?” In her excitement at making the link, Hepdida let slip more story than she had intended.  She put a hand to her mouth too late to stop the outflow of words, before hastily adding.  “I am sure he didn’t kill Kychelle.”
 
   Kimbolt’s eyes had widened at the revelation and the thought of finding such grievous fault in the thief did fill him with a certain satisfaction.  But it could not be sustained.  “While I could happily suspect him of a hand in Kychelle’s death,” he told Hepdida.  “I am sure he would do nothing to harm you.  And since the two crimes appear to be intertwined, I must accept his innocence of both.”
 
   “Fenwell,” Hepdida cried.  “Fenwell, that was who we suspected.”
 
   “Well Fenwell is gone North with Kaylan and the Queen, so that should give us some peace of mind until his return.”
 
   “If it was in fact Fenwell,” Elise drily punctured Kimbolt’s peace of mind.  “This curse is a work of sorcery.  I saw the thin fellow. He did not strike me as the wizarding type.  A climber maybe, but a sorcerer? No.”
 
   “You said the sorcerers have learned new ways to hide their nature.”
 
   She shrugged.  “If so, Fenwell has the best disguise I’ve seen so far.  I still say it could be anyone.”
 
   “Then we must still be on our guard, until Hepdida’s memory yields up the last few pieces of this puzzle,” Kimbolt conceded.
 
   “One of us, Captain, you or I, must be with the Princess at all times, and no sleeping on watch.”  Elise looked at Hepdida squarely.  “The more you remember, girl, the more dangerous you are to whoever did this to you.  So try to remember quickly but quietly.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The Helm stood there on the table reflecting the flickering torch light in its burnished metal surface.  Udecht stole a glance towards the door.  Haselrig had pulled it shut as he left and the guard was on the other side.  The antiquary had been irritated enough by the wheezing outlander’s noisy intrusion to insist he stand guard outside their door.  It was a demand which Haslerig, for the moment riding high in the undead lord’s fragile favour, had been able to make with some conviction.
 
   In consequence, with his chief gaoler suddenly summoned to Maelgrum’s presence, Udecht was now alone with the Helm.  For the first time since his abortive escape attempt he had the Helm within his unfettered grasp. There were no archers poised to strike him down, no sentries ready to raise the alarm, no Dark Lord at hand to make him drive it down on his own head,  should he chose to  swing the ancient artefact as a crude but explosive weapon. 
 
   He took a hesitant step towards the object, reached out to it.  There was a hint of warmth to the metal, and a strangely insubstantial solidity.  Its steel surface was hard to the touch yet it filled his fingers with the slightest tingling numbness of unfaded pins and needles.
 
   He had not noticed it before, but now he knew the Helm’s great secret every impression it had made on him was re-examined and placed in the context of an incredible and evil artefact. This was not simply a fearsome piece of enchanted armour. It was the gateway to another plane, a place where the spirits of his forefathers still lived.  Like passengers on a boat that had left harbour, but dropped anchor beyond the breakwater, they were halted in their journey from this world to the hereafter.  They existed still but stalled within reach and touch of the world that Death should have permanently taken them from.
 
   Udecht’s fingers slipped down the curved side of the Helm in a smooth stroking gesture.  He placed his fingertips against the surface and imagined his forebears pressing their hands against his from the other side of some glass window.  His father King Bulveld would not be there.  The old King had never worn the Helm, never embraced its promise or been the victim of its curse. For that Udecht was grateful, that his father should be safe with the Goddess, cured at last of his stubbornly insidious illness.  
 
   “Gregor?”
 
   Udecht surprised himself by speaking his brother’s name aloud, calling to his sibling through the polished basinet.  Did they know that Maelgrum hunted them still, that he had plans to confine them each in a cell to his own taste.  Udecht picked the Helm up two handed and held it up above his head peering into its velvet lined interior.  He scanned the dark material for some clue that had eluded the weeks of fruitless study, some means by which he could warn them.
 
   But there was none.  Only the rightful wearer of the Helm could open the gateway between the planes, and Udecht was no more the rightful wearer than his brother Xander had been.  Udecht hastily put the Helm back on the bench, his mind filled with the image of the twisted congealing mess that had been his last sight of his traitor sibling.   That was what the Helm did to any would be usurper and there were far easier ways to commit suicide.  Walking outside and threatening to poke at a guard with the lethal artefact would earn him a far quicker end on the point of a sword or pierced by many arrows.
 
   He sighed and asked himself why he had not taken that easy course on any one of the many chances it had presented itself.  Part of him rationalised it as an adherence to faith.  His life was a gift from the Goddess, it was not his to take.  Whatever happened to him was part of her plan.  But he had had chances to defy his captors more boldly than he had, to refuse to help them and in so doing earn a death that would not have been his direct action and might have been more worthy of a servant of the Goddess.  Had she offered him the opportunity for martyrdom? Had he refused it from simple cowardice?
 
   He rubbed at his tired eyes.  It had been so long since he had felt the reassuring touch of his symbol of office, his holy crescent.  Not just a badge of ordination, but a bridge between him and his deity, an amplifier of prayers, a gateway to her favour. How could he know what she intended for him without it? Or was that just part of the test she had set?
 
   He picked up the Helm once more and took a few steps towards the door.  Perhaps this was his opportunity, this happy chance when he could take a few of the Dark Lord’s servants with him.  
 
   The door was flung open with some force and the red bearded sorcerer, Rondol ducked through the doorway.  He stopped abruptly when he saw Udecht and the Helm in his hands.  “What are you doing, preacher man?”  There was a touch of hesitancy colouring the customary arrogance of Maelgrum’s towering lieutenant.  A touch which became more pronounced when Udecht made no answer.  “Where are you going with that?”  Rondol’s eyes flicked down to the Helm.
 
   Udecht gripped the artefact more tightly.  Rondol was a worthy target, an evil scion of his master’s will.  Achieving his destruction would be a more than even trade for the meagre worth of Udecht’s own life.  The sorcerer was within arms’ reach, stretch out your arms, touch the surface to his flesh and the ancient wards of Eadran would flare blasting the sorcerer to whatever hell his deeds had earned.  Udecht lowered his hands and turned away. “Nothing,” he said.  “I’m doing nothing, going nowhere.”  He put the Helm back carefully on the table.
 
   Rondol behind him gave a long exhale of relief before spitting with his customary robust assurance, “Just as well, priest, know your place and be grateful for each day you are spared.”  
 
   “Haselrig isn’t here,” Udecht said, anxious to be rid of the sorcerer so he could be alone with his guilty cowardice.
 
   “I know. It’s you I came to see.”
 
   That was a surprise.  “Truly I know no more than Haselrig, indeed far less than him.  If it is answers you seek, you would be better to approach him than me.”
 
   “Haselrig is with the Master,” Rondol growled.  “He was summoned and… and I was sent away.”
 
   Oh! The dismissal clearly rankled the red wizard; Udecht let slip a sly smile. 
 
   “What is the matter they discuss?” Rondol’s temperament was not equipped for subtle entreaty.  However casual and off the cuff he may have intended to be, his question came out as a demanding weedle which Udecht had neither the knowledge nor inclination to answer.
 
   “Is it about the blue gate?” Rondol prompted.
 
   Udecht shrugged. “I know nothing of gates, blue or any other hue,” he exaggerated his ignorance for convenience sake, but it mattered not.  The sorcerer nonetheless heard some echo of his own thoughts in Udecht’s words.  
 
   Rondol nodded, “yes, it would be the blue gate.  That is the secret they share.  I did ask him, I did ask the Master…..”
 
   He stopped then, massaging his neck beneath his beard and as he turned his head Udecht saw four black prints upon the sorcerer’s throat, frozen scars of an undead hand.  “I asked, but he…. He would not say.”
 
   Udecht grimaced.  Maelgrum’s approval was a finite quantity with only so much to be shared between his frightened servants. Haselrig’s gain was Rondol’s loss.  However, the sorcerer’s palpable fear wrought a grim satisfaction in the Bishop’s mind.  He thought back on Haselrig’s moments of torment before Maelgrum and wondered how Haselrig, so much more the architect of this calamity, had still engendered in him some scrap of sympathy. 
 
   The door opened again to admit Haselrig himself.  The priest turned antiquary turned traitor was unusually unkempt. A foul odour accompanied him and as he brushed past Rondol with barely a second glance Udecht saw a long streak of stinking white goo down the length of his cloak, from shoulder to hip.
 
   “What happened to you?” Rondol demanded, covering his nose as Haselrig hastily disrobed.   
 
   Haselrig shrugged, and folded the soiled item into a tight bundle to mask its scent. “One of the Master’s guests took exception to my presence.”  He spoke briskly trying to make light of the event, but Udecht could see the tremor in his hands.  “When I was a child such an anointment might have been considered a sign of good fortune.”
 
   “Good fortune?” Udecht said.  “You mean it’s…”
 
   “Bird shit?” Rondol completed the sentence.  “What size of eagle shat on you then, little priest?  Orcs’ blood, you should have enough luck to last the rest of your miserable life now. Who were the Master’s guests?” 
 
   Haselrig was uneasy at the sorcerer’s probing. “I cannot say, that is part of the Master’s plan.”
 
   “But these guests, they came through the blue gate you spoke of?”
 
   “No!” Haselrig snapped. “There was no blue gate, there is no blue gate. I know nothing of blue gates.”
 
   “But,” Rondol began.  “You told me, you said.. and I asked him and he became most vexed. They must exist! How else could it raise his ire?”
 
   “Rondol, that is all I know of them, that any mention of them is sure to rouse our Master’s temper. Beyond that, I know nothing and now you know as much as me and may have learned the wisdom to never mention it again.”
 
   The wizard’s beard waggled as his lips worked in soundless fury until at last the words came tumbling out.  “You, you played me for a fool! You made me rouse his temper!”  His fingers flicked at the beginning of an incantation, but Haselrig stopped him with an upraised hand.  The sorcerer swung his aim wide targeting his spell instead at Udecht’s chest.  The Bishop froze for an instant.  Death beckoned from Rondol’s fingertips and then he ducked below the table and Haselrig sprung at Rondol.  The wizard crashed to the ground, his misdirected bolt of lightning scorching a path across the ceiling.  
 
   “You go too far, little priest,” the wizard said struggling out from beneath the antiquary.
 
   “The Bishop is my slave and both he and I are at the heart of our Master’s plans.” Haselrig retorted. “Interfere with those and he will pump you full of mind numbing juice and feed you to Marwella’s zombies, if you are lucky.”
 
   Rondol stumbled back.  “The wheel of the Master’s favour is ever turning, little priest.  Today you may be in his high regard but there will be a tomorrow where I have risen again and you have fallen.  When that day comes, make no mistake, I will crush you beneath my heel. Crush you so deep and hard the Master would have to assemble you from a million fragments before he could set you again at his right hand.” 
 
   “Good advice from the one at the bottom to give to the one currently at the top,” Haselrig snapped.  “You’d best be gone before I find my crushing boots, or find some story that will make the Master do it for me.”
 
   Rondol’s jaw worked in futile rage as he looked from Bishop to antiquary and back again.  He wagged a finger at both of them, twice drew in a breath to speak, but then with no further word turned and stormed from the room, dragging the door shut behind him.
 
   Haselrig waited a moment, until the slamming of a more distant door indicated the sorcerer was entirely departed.  “When I served under Archbishop Forven he always said a leader should surround himself with those of complimentary talents, people whose skills and strengths matched the voids and gaps in his own repertoire.  I fear my Lord Maelgrum is too fond of advancing like-minded arrogant and intemperate wizards, spirits like himself but writ smaller and meaner.”
 
   “I should thank you,” Udecht said.
 
   “Should you?” Haselrig asked, a glimmer of mischief in his eye.  “Does that mean you will?”
 
   “You acted to save my life, again.”
 
   “As I said, your reverence, you are part of my Master’s plans.  It is entirely self-interest which would have me safeguard you.  Few of us would escape his ire if this latest venture where to come adrift.”
 
   “And what is it the Master has planned?”
 
   “I could not say, your reverence.  Each of us must be told no more than we need know and no earlier than we must act.”  He hurried on, dissuading further enquiry.  “I saw you start to duck, your reverence.  It seems the death you speak so often of craving, was not so welcome after all.  You find still a purpose and a promise to your life perhaps?”
 
   “If there is, Haselrig, I will tell you no sooner than you need to know, and no earlier than you must act.”  Udecht shot back at the antiquary.
 
   Haselrig nodded, with a wry grin.  “As you please your reverence.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Any news?”
 
   Kimbolt ducked Hepdida’s question.  “The blond streak suits you,” he said. They had decided, once Elise had checked Maia’s pots and unguents with great care, that there was no harm to be done in letting Tybert’s concubine amuse Hepdida with her skills.  Indulging in some vain idleness offered a distraction from the lurking fear of an assassin within the palace walls. 
 
   Hepdida touched at the coloured hair with a grin of pleasure.  Kimbolt had seen her smile before, in the passages of Sturmcairn whenever he had passed the slightest comment on the existence, let alone the appearance, of the dark haired servant girl.  A time when his greatest problem had been safeguarding his career and her heart against the mutual perils of a young girl’s infatuation.  So much had changed since then, not least of which was Hepdida’s susceptibility to distraction by flattery.  “What news, Kimbolt?” She repeated.
 
   “No news, Princess.”
 
   “They’ve been gone five days now.  They must be in Nordsalve.” 
 
   “The escort should return soon, they can tell us when the Queen started out across the Pale of Silverwood.  That will give us a better idea of when we may hear from them.”
 
   Hepdida was sitting in a chair by the window, a shawl pulled around her thin shoulders.  Since the fever had broken, there had been no need to have the cooling winter gale blast through her chamber.  Instead the shutters were drawn and a fire crackled in the hearth where Elise knelt warming her rheumatic fingers. 
 
   “I wonder what it is like in Nordsalve.  Do you think Niarmit will be safe?”  Hepdida asked.
 
   “She has her sword, she has Kaylan and she will have Lady Isobel’s loyal garrison. I am sure she will be safe.”
 
   “I would still rather have news.”  Hepdida pulled the shawl tighter.
 
   “Be careful of the chill.” Kimbolt said.  “Mistress Elise and I have not laboured this long to protect you for you to succumb to a winter cold.” 
 
   “I am much better, really.” She assured him, but she still rose and walked towards the bed.  Legs weakened by weeks of idleness, were not the steadiest of supports.  The girl swayed a little as she passed the fire, glancing into its mesmerising depths at the flames lapping around thick forest logs.
 
   Kimbolt stepped closer offering his arm when Hepdida stopped, hypnotised by the flickering light in the grate.  
 
   “Are you all right?” Elise asked.
 
   Kimbolt edged round to see Hepdida’s puzzled expression eyes darting back and forth, lips moving as a troubling train of thought surfaced on her face.  “Are you remembering something? Something else? Something else important?”
 
   “It was black!” 
 
   “What was black?”
 
   “The last thing I remember, when I went riding.  He had one just like it.”
 
   “What was black, who had one?” Kimbolt demanded.
 
   “Hush, Captain, don’t try to overcook this broth,” Elise quietened him.
 
   Hepdida held up her hand finger and thumb pinched together as though hanging an invisible object before her eyes.  “I found it by a tree.  A black medallion.”
 
   “A black medallion?” An awful anxiety seized Kimbolt’s heart so tightly he could barely breathe.
 
   “Grundurg had one. He showed me, told me the Master spoke to him through it.”
 
   “Dema had one too, she wore it often.”
 
   “When I met Feyril he said that the black medallions were how Maelgrum spoke to his servants, to all his servants over great distances.”
 
   “And you found one? Where?”
 
   “It was in the forest. That morning.  I was waiting for someone.  They’d left me a note, under my pillow.  It must have been one of the servants.  The note said they’d seen something when Kychelle died, they were scared, they’d only talk to me alone. I was waiting where the note said, by the tree.”
 
   Kimbolt shook his head.  “Kaylan and the Queen said nothing about servants or there being any note when you were found.”
 
   Hepdida narrowed her eyes, scanning her unco-operative memory.  “Nobody came and then I saw the medallion, I picked it up.  I remember knowing what it was, but after that I can’t remember.” Hepdida struck at her head with the palm of her hand, tears of frustration trickling down her cheeks.  “I can’t remember what happened next.  Why can’t I remember?”
 
   Elise rose and wrapped her arms around the shaking girl.
 
   “By the Goddess,” Kimbolt cried.  “We have all been fools.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “This is no squabble amongst men.  No petty rivalry risen to murder, no foiled noble seeking to hurt Hepdida or Niarmit or Kychelle.  This is the work of Maelgrum. This has all been his will always.”  Kimbolt gasped into Elise’s stunned face.  “He has a servant here, a traitor in our midst.  He will have been told our every move.  Orcs’ blood, can you not see?”
 
   The sorceress blenched at his crude curse but still shook her head in incomprehension. “Please Captain, lay it out for me in plain and simple language.”
 
   “Think Elise, what benefit did Hepdida’s illness bring to Maelgrum?”
 
   She shrugged as she eased the troubled girl into a seat by the fire.  “None. What interest would he have in her?”
 
   “Not in her, in Niarmit.  Hepdida’s illness tied the Queen to this place, it drained her of energy, far from the Gap of Tandar where she alone had bested Dema’s troops.  Far from Nordsalve where the Lady Isobel cried out for assistance.  He controlled Niarmit, he paralysed our cause and all through keeping Hepdida sick.”
 
   The girl was crying now as Kimbolt delivered his analysis with a passionate flourish.  “I knew I should have died,” she said.
 
   “Hush child.” Elise stroked her hair. “None of this was your doing.”
 
   Kimbolt paced the room. “I am a fool, a fool not to have seen it. I who have lived in his shadow, seen how he works.”
 
   “You are a fool who is upsetting a child.” 
 
   “I’m all right,” Hepdida sobbed into Elise’s shoulder.
 
   “And Kychelle’s murder, what of that?” the sorceress demanded.
 
   “It all must link, but was there even a servant, or was it just a ruse.  A trick to get at you.” Kimbolt paused in his pacing by the tearful girl.  “Who was it Hepdida?  Who was in the forest?”
 
   “I can’t remember,” she cried covering her ears with her hands and burying her head within Elise’s comforting embrace.
 
   “Kimbolt, enough.”
 
   “I must tell Giseanne. She alone would Niarmit trust.  We must uncover this traitor.” He strode towards the door and yanked it open.  “Wait here both of you!” he gave an unnecessary command and then was gone. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “We should reach the Derrach crossing by noon tomorrow, Lady Niarmit.” Fenwell had the faintest hint of a smile as he walked down the slope into the hollow where they had made camp for the night.
 
   Niarmit nodded, “Thank you Master Fenwell. We’ve made good time.  You must know these paths well.”
 
   The manservant gave a slight shrug.  “I have travelled a lot, Lady Niarmit, I know many paths.”
 
   “Aye,” Kaylan looked up from the small fire he had kindled. Just large enough for warmth, but not so great that any glow from it should be seen beyond the encircling ridge around their camp.  “You’re not a native of Nordsalve, by your accent.  Where do you hail from, Master Fenwell?”
 
   The manservant shuffled uncomfortably at the question and looked to Niarmit for guidance.  “Kaylan’s history is a strange one filled with far too many misdeeds, Master Fenwell,” she told him.  “My own too is not all it might appear.  I doubt your story could be more unusual or less virtuous than ours, but there is no need to share what you do not want to tell.”
 
   Kaylan scowled, doubtless disappointed that Niarmit would let the man say nothing, but Fenwell chose to unload some of his past at least.  “I was born in the Eastern lands beyond Salicia, Lady Niarmit.”
 
   There was a cluck of triumph from Kaylan which the thief tried to cover with a cough. At the end of the spluttering that followed, he said with streaming eyes, “they do things different in the Eastern lands, I hear.”
 
   “And where I came from the word is they do things differently in the Kingdom of the Salved,” Fenwell responded.
 
   “So how did you come to be in Lady Isobel’s retinue?”  Niarmit asked.
 
   “A long and slightly chequered story, Lady Niarmit.  Her father had much business in the Eastern Lands and had need of certain services that I was able to provide.”
 
   “What services?”
 
   “Discrete services, Master Kaylan, the kind one does not talk about, but which might afford one man an advantage in business over another.”
 
   “Spying?”
 
   Fenwell shook his head, “I would not call it that, Master Kaylan.  But one time in an affair that did not concern the lady’s father, there was a misunderstanding, a rather serious misunderstanding, and a number of people acquired a keen and unhealthy interest in my whereabouts.”
 
   “So Lady Isobel’s father saved you from a set of vigilantes?” Kaylan offered.
 
   Fenwell frowned.  “He offered me an opportunity,” the manservant admitted.  “A new life in the Petred Isle where my talents could be put to good use.”
 
   “And what are those talents?”  Kaylan demanded.
 
   Fenwell shifted uneasily.  “Talents whose usefulness is diminished the more who know of them,” he mumbled equivocally.
 
   Kaylan snorted in disgust. “That makes you a thief or an assassin,” he declared.
 
   Fenwell blenched white at the accusation.  “Neither, master Kaylan, I assure you.”  He turned his head as he spoke to direct the last entreaty at Niarmit.
 
   The Queen gave an airy wave of her hand.  “Kaylan teases, Master Fenwell, that is all.  Come we should get some sleep and make an early start in the morning.”
 
   “I’ll take first watch,” Kaylan declared.  
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “I wish I could remember more.”
 
   “Hush child, you will make yourself ill.” Despite Elise’s reassurances, the young Princess was growing increasingly agitated as she paced back and forth in front of the fire thumping her own recalcitrant head with the heel of her hand.  The sorceress fumbled in her pouch for a few grains of myrroot, thinking to cast a spell of mild sedation.  Not to make the girl sleep, just enough to stop her from concussing herself.  “Kimbolt will be back soon with the Lady Regent.  Don’t try to force your memory, it will come back in its own good time.”
 
   Hepdida stopped suddenly and sank to her knees on the hearth of the fire.  Elise kicked the poker to one side to save the oblivious girl from sitting on it.  “What is it, Hepdida? Is there something else?” 
 
   The girl’s face was creased in a deep frown, staring at the floor but seeing something else.
 
   “Do you remember who it was? Who came to you in the forest?”
 
   Hepdida shook her head slowly.  “No,” she said in some surprise.  “It’s not that.  I’m remembering when I first met you.”
 
   “You were distraught then, upset. It was all understandable.”  Elise thought back to the thin ill girl, arms bent to thrust a knife into her own ribcage.  “You were sick. You were worried for Niarmit. Things can seem desperate.”
 
   A quicker shake in eager rebuttal.  “No, Elise, it’s not that.  But before you came I had been dreaming I think, but it wasn’t a dream. Someone was there, talking to me, telling me what I must do, and I was agreeing.  They said when I awoke there would be a knife, said I must use it, said I owed it to Niarmit, that I had to.”
 
   “Someone told you to kill yourself? Who?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Hepdida wailed in misery.
 
   “That makes no sense.”  Elise tried to fit this piece into the jagged conspiracy that Kimbolt had described.  “Why spend all that effort to keep you sick and tie Niarmit to your bedside and then have you end it.”
 
   “But that was it, that voice, I can’t place it, but soft reasonable.  I was holding Niarmit here.” Hepdida sounded out the brutally rational argument for a young girl’s suicide.  “I was dying anyway.  I was stopping her from helping her people.  I had to let her go, I had to kill myself.  It said I would know what to do when I awoke.  That I would find what I needed.” 
 
   “Why? Why?”  Elise railed at the nonsense of it. “Unless Maelgrum wanted Niarmit to go, unless something had changed and he wanted her in Nordsalve.” It was the sorceress’s turn to scratch her head in search of answers.  “If her leaving is what Maelgrum wanted, then… then this could all be a trap for the Queen!”
 
    “Tell someone!” Hepdida shrieked.  “There must be a way to warn them. Tell Rugan.”
 
   Elise turned towards the door.  She had taken two steps before there was a yelp of alarm behind her. She tried to turn back, but she couldn’t, not back, not forwards, no muscle answered to her command.  Panic seized her, a visceral childhood fear.  Malchus had been the only one that had ever used a spell of holding on her and those memories were dire enough.  
 
   Unseen behind her Hepdida yelped again.  “You,” she cried.  “It was you..” The words were cut short by the sound of a sharp slap, and the thump of a body falling to the floor. 
 
   Elise strained every sinew, fought against the enchantment with long practise of the futile struggle.  She was older now, she was stronger now.  She would break free.  Her eyelid trembled in half a blink.  Movement yes, but not force enough to stop whatever assassin lurked behind her.  
 
   But no blow came, no sound, no stirring all was silence.
 
   Hepdida are you all right? Her mind thought the words but her mouth would not say them.  There was a scuffling sound, the girl lived.  “Heh-eeda,” a slurred call slipped past Elise’s treacherous lips. “Heh-eeda, oo’ aw ‘ight?”
 
   The answer was an unintelligible howl, a growl of malice and hatred.  There was a clink of metal against stone floor. The poker. Oh shit!
 
   “Heh-eeda, ‘s no’ ‘oo,” Elise squeezed her own plea out but the only answer was a closer animal grunt.  She could feel hot breath on her neck.  She wept inside for the warnings she could not give and the people she could not save, not least of them herself. 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit always knew when she was dreaming.   Her dreams often featured her father Matteus, the man who had raised her, the man who had conjured her away from his side at the calamity of Bledrag field. Asleep she saw him again, sometimes close, sometimes far, always smiling but turning away and vanishing as she ran towards him.  More recently she dreamt of Gregor, King Gregor the adulterer who against all her hopes was the one who indubitably had sired her.  He too was always running away, but not from her, from something else and it was fear she saw in his eyes as she hovered like a wraith at the shoulder of his fleeing form. No matter how hard she shouted he never seemed to hear, still less to give the answers that she begged for.
 
   All her dreams were the same, populated by the people who had been taken from her and, wilfully or not, left her alone to search for solutions to problems she had not courted.
 
   So this must be a dream too, her father’s voice singing strong.  His hands beneath her armpits lifting her high onto the back of his horse as he had when she was a tiny child.  She had always loved to sit infront of him on the saddle of his great destrier.  But this dream horse was constantly growing, or maybe she had shrunk, for he was lifting her still and the horse’s saddle never came level.  It wasn’t so much a horse as an equine cliff that she was soaring up past and her father had become a veritable giant, his rich melodious voice filling the night as his face disappeared from view into the clouds.  Strangely though his hands were still small enough to lift her beneath the arms, sharp fingers bruising her skin through the soft leather she had gone to sleep in.
 
   There was a sudden scream that split the dream as the wind rushed past Niarmit’s face and her father’s voice stopped singing and Niarmit awoke and before she could help herself she had screamed too.  A long cry of vertiginous alarm as she looked beneath her dangling feet to the carpet of snow far far below.  She was flying without wings, and it was not a dream but a horrible waking nightmare.
 
   There were wings nearby, great shadows of feathers beating rhythmic downdrafts of air around her.  But there were hands also, bony fingers gripping beneath bicep and around wrist on each side as she was carried aloft.  She twisted her head round looking up past the dirty skinny arms to bare chested but not quite human torsos.  They were female, that much was plain, though gravity did little to flatter their scrawny figures.   The huge beating wings sprouted from their shoulders, the faces were turned away looking along the line of flight. All Niarmit could see from this angle was a sharp chin, smeared with dark stains that might have been blood, and tangled tresses of hair hanging so heavily that the wind could barely lift them.
 
   “My Lady!”
 
   It was a faint cry from behind her.  Niarmit twisted her head to look over her shoulder, past feathered legs and taloned feet to where a blacker patch of darkness hinted at another pair of foul creatures bearing an unwilling burden.  “Kaylan?” she called.
 
   “What is this nightmare?”
 
   There was another scream close by and spinning the other way Niarmit saw the third victim of the aerial kidnappers.  Twisting and screaming in a struggle that could only loosen the creatures’ grip, to his own terminal disadvantage.
 
   “Fenwell!” She mustered her best parade ground voice to break through the wall of wind and panic that enveloped the Nordsalven manservant. “Be still! Stop wriggling. You will make them drop you.”
 
   It was the last admonition that brought the man’s whimpering compliance.  “What is this, Lady?” he shouted a snot specked snivel across the distance between them.
 
   “These are Harpies,” Niarmit shouted back.  As her eyes grew accustomed to the shadowy blackness she could just descry another half dozen creatures flying escort to the six who bore the three companions.  “Quintala told me about them. They serve Maelgrum and they carry men aloft.”  She left out the part about dropping those same men to certain death on the rocks below, the fate that had overwhelmed her half-brother Eadran and so made her Gregor’s heir.
 
   Below her feet the ground was still pristine winter white with a fresh snowfall.  There was no way of knowing how deep it was, but she guessed that the harpies were looking for a more certain killing ground than the potential cushion of a blanket of snow.  
 
   She shrugged her shoulders, felt the weight of her sword in the scabbard across her back.  The bird women had snatched them as they slept, doubtless having lulled the guard, Kaylan it would have been, with the beauty of their singing.  Niarmit was grateful that long habit of a life in the wild had left her sleeping fully armed.  She flexed her biceps, trying to raise a hand to the hilt of her weapon, but the harpies pulled apart, stretching her arms out and giving them more room to beat their mighty wings.  Niarmit arched her back, bringing her booted foot towards her right hand.  It was a difficult manoeuvre buffeted by the wind and tugged by her captors and twice she failed, but at last she could touch the top of her boot with her fingertips.  It was there, the thin blade of last resort, and in a second she had plucked it from its hiding place.   
 
   She drew her arms inwards with all her strength, dragging the harpies together and then as they tried to pull apart she shot out with the blade, stabbing at one in its dirty pale belly.  There was a earpiercing shriek, the blade came away red, and suddenly her right arm was free as the wounded harpy shot away.  Before its companion could react Niarmit swung herself under its belly, entwining their legs together, wrapping one arm around its waist and pressing the tip of her knife between its sagging breasts.
 
   The creature’s wings were beating in wild panic. Alone it could not bear their combined weight and they were tumbling earthwards in little more than a controlled fall.  The birdwoman looked down at the ferocious limpet clamped to its chest.  “Fool!” It cawed in thickly accented common tongue.  “You will destroy us both.”
 
   “You’re the one with the wings,” Niarmit barked.  “You work it out.”
 
   There was a flurry of other wings around them, wiry hands grasped Niarmit’s ankles and prized them free of their leader’s body.  Niarmit tried to kick the newcomers off, but their grip was strong and they kept her flailing feet at arms’ length as, borne now by three of the vile birdwomen, the little formation slowly began to regain height.
 
   “You’re not going to drop me,” Niarmit shouted a command at the lead harpy’s chin.
 
   “No, we not drop you,” the harpy gave a flat assurance as though the thought had never even been entertained.
 
   “You’re going to put me down, slow and safe.”
 
   “No, we not put you down.”  The same untroubled disinterest in Niarmit’s demands.
 
   “Me and my companions.”
 
   “No, not you, not your companions.”
 
   “Do it or I will cut you. I will slice open your belly and use your guts as a climbing rope.”
 
   The harpy shook with some strange sensation, it might have been laughter.
 
   “You not make threats, not while we hold your companions.”
 
   The harpy looked to left and right and Niarmit followed suit.  Kaylan and Fenwell were now more tightly confined with a fluttering harpy on the end of each outstretched limb.  Carried by a quartet of flying stretcher bearers the thief and the manservant were quite helpless in their captor’s grip.
 
   “We drop one of them now!” The harpy said.  “We drop the other one the next time you scratch me.” 
 
   “No!” 
 
   The harpy made some throaty squawk and there was a long scream from Niarmit’s right.  She glanced that way to see unburdened harpies drifting upwards as the beat of their wings adjusted to the lightened load.  She twisted her head round to see the dark speck of a man, twisting and turning, limbs flailing for purchase on the insubstantial air as he plummeted towards the ground pursued by the thin wail of his fear. Niarmit turned left and there was Kaylan, pale but still securely held by his bird-women bearers.
 
   “You killed Fenwell!” Niarmit told the harpy.
 
   “We kill many. Whiny man not first not last.  We not kill you, Master not want you dead, but we kill him.” The creature jerked its head towards Kaylan.  “Drop your knife, little girl, or other man falls.”
 
   “If you drop him, then I will kill you,” Niarmit said, pressing the blade against the creature’s filthy flesh by way of emphasis.  “I will kill all of you.”
 
   “Brave words from wingless girl a thousand feet above the ground.”
 
   “I don’t need wings, I’ve got a knife, a knife and you on the end of it.”
 
   There was an exchange of cawing squawks between the agitated harpies as the leader steadily beat her wings carrying them ever further across the white cloaked reaches of Morsalve.  “Simple,” her harpy announced.  “If you kill me, we drop him.  If we drop him, you kill me.  We not drop, you not kill.”
 
   “Stalemate, then?”
 
   “But we still fly.” The harpy gave an extra powerful flex of her wings by way of emphasis.  “Master wants you, little girl. Master wants you very bad.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “Why such urgency, Captain?”
 
   Giseanne had followed at his bidding, hastening along the corridor, just him and her as he had asked.  But Kimbolt’s agitated manner and the nervous flick of his eyes as they walked were doing little to ease the Lady Regent’s disquiet.
 
   “What is it? What have you uncovered?” There was a strain in her voice as she demanded answers.
 
   “The Princess is remembering,” he told her.
 
   “Everything?”
 
   “Some things, things you should hear, your Highness.”
 
   Giseanne’s next question went unuttered as there was crash of noise from behind the door to Hepdida’s room. Captain and Lady Regent exchanged a look of alarm, each distrusting their own ears hoping the other had heard no commotion.  But then there was another indubitable clatter of an object falling.
 
   Kimbolt shouldered open the door. Giseanne following in his wake.  
 
   Elise lay on the floor, an ominous pool of red spreading out beneath her from some wound other than the ugly gash upon her head.  An icy gale whipped through the broken shutters. The fragments of the chair which had shattered them lay in pieces across the stone floor, and through the yawning opening all that could be seen was the black of the night.
 
   “Hepdida!” Kimbolt ran for the balcony staring into the darkness of the palace garden for some glimmer of the fleeing girl.
 
   “Mistress Elise,” Giseanne called him back.  “She is grievously hurt.”
 
   As Kimbolt turned from the fruitless survey of the obsidian night, he saw the Lady Regent kneeling on the floor, her skirts dipped in Elise’s blood.  She squeezed the herbalist’s hand.  “She still lives,” Giseanne called out.  She rose and took two steps towards the door calling, “send for a priest!  Deaconness Rhodra, Bishop Sorenson, bid them hurry!”
 
   And then Kimbolt saw her erupting from hiding beyond the far side of the bed. Hepdida! A wiry figure wielding a bloodied poker, the sallow yellow pallor had returned to her skin and the madness was in her eyes as she leapt towards Giseanne.  The Lady Regent turned, arm high in horrified defence.  Hepdida lunged, the poker raised above her head, already beginning a downward arc of dazzling speed.  Kimbolt was four strides away and had but half-finished one of them. There was a grunt, Elise’s hand snaked out and caught Hepdida’s ankle.  The girl toppled off balance.  Giseanne leant back and it was the tip of the poker alone that scored a bloody line the length of the Lady Regent’s forearm.  
 
   Then Kimbolt barrelled into the murderous invalid, bowling her other.  They rolled together across the floor.  The poker skittered across the tiles. He had her in his arms holding her tight.  Her feet flailed kicking his shins.  Her head shot back crashing into the bridge of his nose with eye-watering force.  She wrestled and howled in his grasp.  “It’s all right,” he cried to the frightened girl he knew was trapped within.  “It’s all right. We’ll make it all right again.”
 
   And over the shoulder of the wriggling lunatic he saw the Lady Giseanne, a white faced spectator, blood dripping freely from her wounded arm.  Others were rushing in, white cloaked priests and priestesses rushing to the aid of the wounded.  But none were in a hurry to approach Kimbolt and the heaving maniac whom he could barely restrain within the compass of his arms.
 
   There was an agony in his heart which quite dwarfed the pain when Hepdida bit hard and deep into the fleshy part of his hand.  His feet scrabbled for purchase as she rocked from side to side, trying to shake free from him.  He dared not let go.  Guards were arriving now, guards with spears.  He dared not let go.
 
   And there was Rugan, his expression darker than the night, the black voids of his eyes bereft of cheer or mercy.  He flicked his fingers, muttered some small incantation, and the thrashing banshee in Kimbolt’s arms went suddenly still and rigid.   But Kimbolt dared not let go, not even when the guards lifted them both from the floor and brought great chains to wrap around her feet and hands.  
 
   “It will be all right Hepdida,” he said.  “It will be all right.”
 
   Two priestesses hustled Giseanne from the room, her injured arm held high.  She gave Kimbolt a blank stare as she left, not the hostility of her husband, but a look of shocked incomprehension.  
 
   Then they took Elise, lifted none too gently onto a simple litter and attended by a single curate.  
 
   And then they came for Hepdida as she began to stir and howl within the confines of her chains, and Kimbolt tried to soothe her.  “It will be all right, Hepdida, it will be all right,” he said without conviction.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The square roof of the citadel tower made a fine vantage point.  It had held the beacon pyre that had been lit the night that Sturmcairn fell, but now only a few grains of ash remained of the conflagration which had once raged.  Haselrig drew his cloak close around him with a shiver that owed more to the memory of that night than the chill of the morning air.  He had been a hundred leagues away at the other end of the chain of beacon towers in the captured fortress of Sturmcairn, desperate but ultimately unable to prevent the signal being given to alert the sleeping realm of the Salved people. 
 
   The panic and consternation on that tower top had been absolute.  Even Dema had been stunned into inactivity by the firing of the beacon, but Dema was dead now slain in the pass of Tandar.  The remains of Xander the traitor prince had been poured slowly into a makeshift grave.  Kimbolt, the Captain who had lit the beacon, was gone too, burned to a cinder by elven flame.  Of the four key players in that roof top drama only Haselrig alone remained, and for all their fears and the Master’s fury, Maelgrum’s plans had proceeded virtually unimpeded. 
 
   The undead wizard played a long game.  It was seventeen years since that night deep in the mountain beneath the citadel, when the three of them had released the enslaver of the Salved from his prison.  There had been no immediate fulfilment of Xander’s hunger for revenge, only a malevolent patience by the Dark Lord in building force and allies to recapture his old domain, one piece at a time.
 
   Five years ago it had been annexing the province of Undersalve in the name of the desert nomads.  This year it had been Morsalve.  Next year, when summer came, it would be the turn of Medyrsalve and the last provinces of the Vanquisher’s kingdom.  Haselrig paced the stone platform.  He had initially served through greed, though back then he had called it ambition.  Now he stayed through fear.  He had embarked on a journey at the side of a master of unimaginable cruelty, and there was no choice but to carry on, no escape, no alternative but to see it through.  He could only hope that, unlike his companions from the signal tower of Sturmcairn, he was still standing at Maelgrum’s moment of ultimate victory. 
 
   His reflections were interrupted by a guttural grunt from the orc on watch to the East.  The creature waved his three subordinates over, gesticulating towards the horizon where the low morning Sun still dazzled.  Squinting through splayed fingers the antiquary could see the dark specks of distant birds.  
 
   “Fetch the Master,” Haselrig ordered.
 
   The biggest orc glared down at him. “Camrak give orders to orcs, not little man.”
 
   “Fine,” Haselrig replied. “You do it, Camrak.  You might want to get some extra guards sent up here as well.” 
 
   “Glubnut, go tell Master. Bird-women come back.”
 
   “And?”  Haselrig raised an eyebrow to prompt the big orc.
 
   “And…. And hurry,” Camrak concluded with a glower at the antiquary.
 
   Glubnut disappeared down the stairway while his commander dared Haselrig to utter some word of rebuke.  He heard something in the antiquary’s silence and answered it anyway.  “Three orcs enough for little human prisoners.  We not need more.”
 
   Haselrig smiled and backed towards the stairway entrance, always anxious to guard his retreat in case anything should go amiss.  He had discovered over long years in Maelgrum’s service that orcish arrogance was usually a presage to some form of disaster.
 
   The flying monsters’ appearance was deceptive.  Their span, far broader than the greatest of eagles, meant they could be discerned when still well over a league away and it was a long ten minutes before the clumps of winged assassins were close enough to begin circling around the tower top for a landing.  They had brought only two prisoners with them but they had the most important one.  Haselrig saw the flash of red hair on the slim figure clinging to the lead harpy’s belly.  The other prisoner was a man, stretched between four flying maidens who glided down to a perfect landing in the narrow space of the roof top.  The captive wrestled  against their grasp but, at a barked command from Camrak, two orcs flung themselves upon him pinning him to the tower with their weight as they wrapped bindings around his legs and arms.
 
   As the first four harpies cleared the platform, the lead harpy came in for her landing, attended by two followers who held the Lady Niarmit’s flailing feet.  Haselrig stayed back in the shadow of the stairway, more from fear of being shat on again than from any more mortal concern.
 
   Perhaps that was why he didn’t entirely see what happened next, perhaps that was why he didn’t die.   There was some squawk of panic from the harpy leader and Niarmit swung from her belly towards the stone floor.  The harpy was flapping frantic for height but there was a drunken disco-ordination to her movements and she slid sideways onto the tower.  Red blood was spewing from a jagged wound ripped up through her belly, or at least it was mostly blood.
 
   The other two bird-women had released Niarmit with a sudden jerk, raising their wings high for a downbeat that would drive them yards further into the air.  But their passenger must have leapt in the instant that Haselrig blinked for what he saw next was the red haired woman hanging one handed from a harpy’s taloned foot as the creature tried unsuccessfully to drag their combined weight into the air.  The circling harpies cawed and shrieked their alarm at the sudden disaster.  One of them swept down to buffet the furious prisoner with its wings and shake her free from its desperate companion.  There was a flash of silver as Niarmit drew a long steel blade from over her shoulder and a yellow toothed harpy’s head rolled across the platform to rest by Haselrig’s foot. 
 
   He looked up, one headless harpy was strutting a faltering walk across the rooftop until it toppled over the battlements.  Another of the bird-women lay sprawled against a merlon, its blood mingling with that of its dying leader. 
 
   An orcish battle cry drew his attention.  Camrak’s two minions were circling towards the ferocious woman and her blood red sword.  They were spreading apart but she was quick and that blade was deadly.  Orcish armour was stoutly made with a lattice of metal plates, but the first orc might as well have been wearing a night shirt for all the good it did him as the woman dived and drove and the point of her weapon emerged with a hiss from the creature’s back. 
 
   The speed of his comrade’s demise momentarily stunned the other orc.  He missed the eye blink of opportunity as Niarmit was fully extended in the killing thrust.  Even as he gathered the wit to raise his ugly mace for a strike, the flashing blade slid out of its last victim and swung across his throat and he toppled backwards gargling his own blood.
 
   There had been a dozen harpies, now there were nine all hovering at a safe distance.  That left the tower platform to Camrak, Haselrig and Niarmit.  Two to one?  Those odds were not nearly good enough for Haselrig’s liking. 
 
    He saw her look, appraising the two targets of nearby hulking orc and more distant cowering antiquary, and gave a small gasp of relief as she settled on Camrak for her next assault.  The big orc was grinning, tossing his scimitar from hand to hand as he circled warily around her. She feinted left. He guessed correctly and swayed out of the way of her blow, but she swung her blade back in time to block his counter strike.
 
   He stepped back. Haselrig saw the first crack in Camrak’s arrogant composure as the big orc registered the notch that the woman’s sword had cut in his own weapon.  He edged further back, less eager to launch his own blows and more focussed on dodging hers.
 
   There was a clatter of mailed boots on the stairs and a fresh quartet of orcs erupted into the tower top.  Haselrig saw only a wrinkle of annoyance crease Niarmit’s forehead at this new batch of assailants.  The newcomers, lacking Camrak’s brief but salutary experience of skirmishing with the lady and her formidable sword, charged at her in force, a decision that two of them quickly but briefly came to regret as their lives leaked out, black orcs’ blood mingling with the crimson gore of the dead harpies.   
 
   The remaining two hung back in a line with Camrak, all watching the lady edge sideways towards the trussed and wriggling form of her companion in captivity. 
 
   “Are you all right, Kaylan?” 
 
   “Yes, my Lady, if you could just toss me a knife I can get these bonds undone.”
 
   The disclosure that the woman had brought her tame thief for company momentarily distracted Haselrig.  So he did not at first register the slight shimmer in the air behind Niarmit.  However, the hazy blurring of the atmosphere quickly solidified into a tall oval window on a dark torch lit chamber.  Kaylan gave a cry of alarm at the vision.  Haselrig recognised it as Maelgrum’s throne room.  Niarmit, eyes front watching the hostile orcs, was slow to turn and the dark robed form of the Master was already stepping onto the platform, fingers flicking in a dance of enchantment, when Kaylan at last managed to verbalise a horrified, “behind you, my Lady.”
 
   But she did not turn round.  She froze in position, sword out in front of her towards the wary orcs.  It took a second for Camrak and the others to realise their tormentor was paralysed and less than that to raise their weapons ready to take advantage of her vulnerability.
 
   “No!” Haselrig cried, desperate that the impetuosity of orcish anger should not unravel the Master’s careful planning.  Maelgrum’s response was more practical. With a dismissive flick of his fingers he flung the orcs back across the tower top, falling flat on their backsides before they had taken so much as half a stride towards the defenceless form of Niarmit.
 
   “I need thisss prisssoner alive.”
 
   The orcs emitted muffled grunts of discontent.  Fear more than wisdom preventing them from a more open expression of dissent.  Camrak, with a look at his ruined scimitar and gleam of greed in his eye, stepped towards Niarmit.  “She broke my sword, I take hers.”
 
   Haselrig’s cry of warning came too late, while Maelgrum made no attempt to alert the unwise orc.  Camrak reached for the sword with one hand, while his other grabbed Niarmit’s wrist for the purchase to pull the weapon free of her rigid grasp. As his fingers closed on the intricately carved hilt, a charge of energy shot through the foolish orc sending him crashing into an insensible pile by the entrance to the stairway.
 
   The remaining pair of orcs learnt new found caution, suddenly less eager to approach the frozen but still lethally enchanted form of Niarmit. 
 
   “Hassselrig.”  Maelgrum stalked around his captive, emitting a soft note of contentment that, to Haselrig’s ear, was not unlike the purring of a cat.  “I think there may be a ussse for the Bissshop.  He at leassst, can disssarm thisss ssscion of Eadran in sssafety.   Sssend for him.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Udecht blinked at the carnage.  The stones were slick with black red blood and a pile of bodies, feathered and green hided had been stacked to one side of the stairway entrance.  A big orc was staggering to his feet, mailed boots still slipping on a dry patch of floor as balance slowly returned to him.  He cuffed aside a smaller orc who had extended an arm to steady him.  “Camrak not need help.”  
 
   In the far corner a male prisoner sat up legs and arms bound tightly with leather cords.  He gave the Bishop a baleful stare.   Haselrig stood closer by and Udecht could see the antiquary’s nervousness. The eyes glancing left and right while the tip of his tongue traced flicks of anxiety across his lips. 
 
   Only the Dark Lord appeared free of agitation.  Udecht could not tell whether it was the coldness of the air or the uncharacteristic good humour of the undead wizard, but Maelgrum was stripped of the usual cloying mist of condensed displeasure which habitually surrounded him.   
 
   “Ah Bissshop, ssso good of you to come.  You ssseee who elssse hasss come to visssit usss.”
 
   Udecht looked at last at the captive form in the middle of the tower, magically frozen in action.  The sword pointed towards him, but her head was half turned in the act of looking behind.  He had hoped never to see his niece again, for in her freedom lay all his hopes that Maelgrum’s plans might be undone.  But there she was, paralysed on the tower top.  Only in the rapid movement of her eyes was there any sign that a living soul rested within the motionless body.
 
   He knew the panic she must be feeling.  His brother Xander had imprisoned him with the same enchantment on the night that Sturmcairn fell.  He well remembered the fear and impotence which had engulfed him then.  Trapped flat on a makeshift bed staring at a stone wall unable so much as to turn around, his heart pounding fit to burst within a helpless body.
 
   “It ssseemsss our new guessst hasss brought sssome trapsss with her.  Would you be ssso good asss to relieve her of anything which might caussse Camrak or his friendsss any dissscomfort.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Take the sword you reverence,” Haselrig hissed.  “Disarm the woman.”
 
   Udecht stepped towards his paralysed niece.  He recognised the sword.  It was one which he had stolen away to give to her in the secret passages beneath the citadel on the night of his near escape. Its twin still lay locked in a chest in Haselrig’s workroom, where Udecht had laid it and the antiquary had sealed it.  This blade was stained to the hilt with red and black blood.  He was glad it had seen some service.  He hoped it had done more. Hoped beyond hope that it would do more again.
 
   “Quickly Bissshop,” Maelgrum urged, the first glimmer of impatience creeping into his voice.
 
   Udecht worked at Niarmit’s fingers, prizing them with some difficulty from the pommel of the ancient weapon.  Whether it was the power of the spell that constrained her, or some vestigial control of her own muscles, his niece was unwilling to relinquish the grasp on her weapon.  He looked into her eyes as they scanned his face with quick urgent movements.  Was she trying to tell him something? If she was, what was there that he could do?
 
   At last the sword came free and he placed it with slow careful care on the floor beside them.  As he straightened up he wanted to ask her, to find out how Hepdida was.  Not sure how she might answer him, he managed to softly murmur, “my daughter? Is she well?”
 
   The confusion of eye movements gave him no reassurance of what the answer was, or even if she had given one.
 
   “And the ressst,” Maelgrum commanded.  When Udecht did not at first respond, the undead wizard added.  “Sssearch her all over, for any other trick or trap.”
 
   Udecht hooded his eyes and mouthed an apology as he patted down Niarmit’s frozen form.  There was a thin sharp knife thrust in her belt, its blade like the sword’s was stained red.  He placed it with the other weapon.  He straightened up his discreet search complete.  “That is all.” 
 
   “Ssstrip her.”
 
   “For decency’s sake!” Udecht exclaimed.
 
   “Ssstrip her of her clothesss or I will ssstrip you of your ssskin, Bissshop.”
 
   Udecht felt the orcs draw closer and tried to position himself as a barrier between their prying eyes and his niece.  In days gone by his body would have been a more than adequate shield for the redhead’s modesty but time and trauma had reduced him to a shadowy and ineffective screen.
 
   He stood close and undid the top fastenings on her jerkin, then paused.  
 
   “What have you found your reverence?” Haselrig noticed his sudden stillness.
 
   There were two thin chains around his niece’s neck, and it was the objects suspended on them which had caught his eye.  With both hands he lifted the first item over her head.  The coronation ankh dangled before his eyes.  At the centre of its head the great gem glittered a soothing shade of coral pink.
 
   “What isss that?”
 
   “It is part of the bloodline magic of Eadran, Master,” Haselrig hastened to display his knowledge.  “It charts the life of the heir to the throne and, when the monarch dies, shows the path to his successor.”
 
   Udecht let the gem spin between him and Niarmit, its facets refracting shards of sunlight in both their eyes.  Strange to think the gem tracked his own life, shining bright as evidence of his own vitality, the heir to his elder brother’s daughter.
 
   “Plassce it with the sssword, Bissshop,” Maelgrum commanded.  “Thisss trinket may have itsss purpossse too.”
 
   Udecht lowered it by its chain, letting it fall the last few inches, trying to hide with his body any sight of the other item.  Of course she was a priestess first and monarch second.  There against the pale skin of her chest rested a gleaming crescent symbol. Its intricate twists of gold were wound into the shape of the new Moon in remembrance of the promise of renewal and a new life hereafter that was always the gift of the Goddess.  Niarmit’s eyes flicked up and down in a move of swift deliberation.  There was some message, there, but what?  Seconds were ticking by, in a moment he would have to lift it clear and put it with her other confiscated weapons and treasures.
 
   A sudden movement caught his eye.  The bound man in the corner had contrived to loose his bonds.  He flung himself at the nearest orc with a cry, seizing the creature’s knife from its belt.  There was a scuffle as Camrak and the other orc descended upon him.  Haselrig was shouting, “don’t kill him.  The thief has a purpose here as well.”
 
   “We not kill,” Camrac was grunting. “We hurt, we good at hurting.”
 
   Niarmit’s eyes had flicked to the side straining to see the brutal assault that the thief was being subjected to.  Her eyebrows rose a little as alarm and time contrived to loosen the hold that the magic had on her.
 
   It was the work of a second.  Udecht’s hand shot out, snatched and grabbed.  The thin gold chain dug into Niarmit’s neck and then broke and the crescent slipped down Udecht’s sleeve.     
 
   His heart was pounding far more after the deed was done than it had been during the act itself.  Had anyone seen?  The grunting of the orcs and their victim as fists and boots rained down on the thief seemed to have held the attention of Haselrig and Maelgrum.
 
   “Scchhtooppp!” the blurred drunken sound burst from Niarmit’s lips.
 
   “Master,” Haselrig cried.  “The spell is losing its hold.”
 
   The orcs paused in their brutality.
 
   “Bind her,” Maelgrum hissed.  “Bind them both.  More sssecurely thisss time.”
 
   Udecht stepped back as Camrak set to work tightly winding rope and cord around the prisoners.  The battered and bloody thief seemed about to slip into unconsciousness, but as his senses faded, the lady became more alive, limbs twitching with returning sensation. Camrak contrived to smash his elbow into her face. Udecht’s cry of dismay slipped past the hand he raised to his lips at the sight of the blood streaming from his niece’s battered nose.
 
   “Camrak,” Haselrig commanded.  “She is not to be killed.”
 
   “I not kill,” Camrak grunted, delivering a winding blow to the redhead’s stomach.  “I just hurt a little, maybe more than a little.”
 
    “Clumsssy, orcsss,” Maelgrum berated them.  “I need her healthy, not half dead.”
 
   “She tricksy this one,” Camrak growled.  “She needs kept in line.”
 
   “The spell’s hold was loosened early, Master,” Haselrig observed.
 
   Udecht grimaced.  When Xander had enchanted him, the magical restraint had lasted well over an hour and he had needed some external intervention to shake himself free of its binding.  While there was hope to be had in the lighter grip of Maelgrum’s magic on his niece, there was dismay that the Dark Lord and his associates were already wise to the risk.
 
   “We keep her quiet,” Camrak offered, drawing back his fist for another blow to the prisoner as she breathed in spluttering bloodied breaths.
 
   “Ssstop,” Maelgrum ordered.  “You could caussse an injury that would claim her before her part isss done.  The sssoft insssides of the human form are ssso easssy to damage.”
 
   “Where then?” Camrak asked.  “Not face, not belly? Where?”
 
   “Her handsss, Camrak,” Maelgrum announced.  “Cripple her, don’t kill her.”
 
   The big orc wheezed his approval with a throaty laugh.  He got up and ambled over to the pile of bodies.
 
   “Come, your reverence,” Haselrig urged.  “Bring these trinkets  We are not needed here anymore.” 
 
   With blind horror Udecht picked up the sword, the knife and the ankh and followed the antiquary towards the stairway.  Camrak, his search of the fallen concluded, walked back swinging a heavy mace with a broad grin on his face.
 
   The Bishop stumbled down the stairs.  He had gone five steps when the first shrill scream came echoing after him, a piercing cry of pure pain.  He stumbled on.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The powdered flunky rushed in after Kimbolt, begging excuses of his lord and master.  “Prince Rugan forgive me. The Captain barged past. I could not stop him.”
 
   The half-elf looked up from the papers in his lap.  The petitioner kneeling before the throne glanced nervously over his shoulder at the fulminating figure of Kimbolt.
 
   The Captain stood, arms loose by his sides, fists clenching and unclenching as his fingers itched to punch or throttle someone.  “Security in my palace really isn’t what it used to be,” the half-elf observed without a smile.
 
   “Please forgive me, your Highness,” the flunky gulped.  “I can call for the guards.”
 
   Rugan waved the suggestion away.  “If the Captain had meant me any harm, he has already missed his opportunity.”  Rugan raised his fore finger towards Kimbolt and drew a circle of indifferent imprecision in the air.  “I think I can manage this well enough.  You may leave.”
 
   “What about my submission, your Highness?” the groveller on the floor interjected.  “I will pay most handsomely for the toll rights on the Eastway, far more than my competitors.”
 
   “I must speak with the Captain before he bursts. You may both go,” was Rugan’s only reply.  When the would-be toll-master moved more slowly than the flunky, Rugan added an emphatic, “Now!”
 
   Kimbolt did not trust himself to speak before the doors had closed behind the departing pair, but once the catch clicked shut he could not stop himself.  “You’ve locked them up!” he cried.  “You’ve locked them both up.”
 
   “A long overdue precaution, Captain.” Rugan’s tone was flat and emotionless, but the fingers of his hands flexed in an agile rehearsal of spell casting on the arm of the throne.
 
   “They’re sick, they’re both sick.  A prison cell is no place to keep an invalid.”
 
   “No, but it suits a dangerous lunatic.”
 
   “Hepdida’s sick.  She needs to get well again.”
 
   “She won’t get well again,” Rugan said with leaden certainty.  “You forget Captain, I have seen this sickness before.  The pattern of recovery and relapse is all too familiar from long months I spent at my wife’s side while she tended her dying father.  The recoveries were almost as cruel as the relapse, for the false hope it brought.  I grieve for the girl, but it is time we let this disease run its course. The child had it right when she held a knife to her own breast.”
 
   “You’ve locked her up to let her die?”
 
   “I’ve locked her up to keep my people and my family safe, Captain.  Last night my baby son was a hair’s breadth from losing his mother.  The Lady Giseanne is too kind for her own good and it is time I saved my wife from the consequences of her own charity.  I should never have indulged her wishes to keep Hepdida here by us.”
 
   “It is inhuman.”
 
   Rugan’s lips twisted in a sardonic smile. “Well, as you may have noticed Captain, I am not human.”
 
   Kimbolt felt the sinews in his neck straining, breath coming in angry throaty rasps as he tried to gauge how close he could get to the Prince before some spell of entrapment could seize him.  Rugan, seeing the fury writ large in the Captain’s features, softened his mordant tone.  “We will make the girl comfortable as far as we can, keep her clean to the end.  But we do no service by prolonging her agony.  King Bulveld would have begged for mercy if he could have, I am sure the girl must feel the same.”
 
   “She was better, she was cured.  Elise had cured her.  Why have you had the mistress Elise confined as well?  Why will you not let her work her…” Kimbolt hesitated and then rephrased his thought.  “Let her deliver her cure again.”
 
   Rugan tilted his fingers outwards.   “There was no cure, do you not see it now?  It was a temporary reversal in the disease’s inexorable progress that is all.”
 
   Kimbolt shook his head in a rattle of confusion.  “But why confine her? Why have a guard by Elise’s bedside?  Why bar her from being visited?  She was a victim here, she took a poker to the head and across the belly.”
 
   “And our priests have saved her life.  Elise has been luckier than my grandmother was.  We are not uncivilised, but that does not change who she is, or what she is?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “My physicians found items on her person which, shall we say, were more than a mere herbalist might carry.”
 
   Kimbolt tilted his head trying to fathom the half-elf’s argument.  
 
   Rugan went on.  “I wasn’t sure at first.   She must have been shielding her nature.  However, Bishop Sorenson and Deaconess Rhodra both confirmed my suspicion while Mistress Elise slumbered under their healing scrutiny.”  He looked squarely at Kimbolt.  “The woman is a sorceress, a practitioner of the art forbidden to humans, a magic user, a criminal.”
 
   The words, baldly stated, struck Kimbolt like slaps.  He looked to the side, eyes scanning the ornate carved architrave as he sought for the correct response.  “I…”
 
   “You don’t seem surprised, Captain?” Rugan rose from his throne, his own head tilted in enquiry as he stepped towards Kimbolt.  “One might almost think this was not news to you?”
 
   “I..” Kimbolt floundered wordlessly like a landed fish.
 
   “Had you some inkling of the criminal nature of she who was abusing my hospitality and my wife’s trust?”
 
   “She was curing Hepdida, everybody knew it, everybody saw it.  Even Rhodra.”
 
   Rugan sniffed, “Doubtless the witch found some way to trade present health against a future madness and, oh what a whirlwind we have reaped now the madness is returned.  There is no cure for this disease.”
 
   “It’s not a disease!” Kimbolt’s snapped exclamation drew the most piercing of sharp looks from the half-elf.  Rugan glared at him through eyes narrowed with curiosity and suspicion.
 
   “What do you know of this disease, Captain?”  He asked in a tone so low it rolled like distant thunder.
 
   Twice Kimbolt opened his mouth to speak and twice he shut it in unbroken silence.  It was a curse, a curse that had been reapplied, or so Elise had said.  Elise who trusted no-one but herself and maybe him.  Elise who lay under guard recovering from the assault.  They had been attacked, attacked while he was fetching Giseanne.
 
   “Let me speak to her,” he begged.
 
   “To who? The witch?”
 
   “I must found out what happened.”
 
   “We know what happened.   The foolish witch’s trick wore thin and it would have been no injustice for her to have perished by it.  The crime is that my wife was drawn into danger, drawn in by you.”  The half-elf was circling Kimbolt now, fingers twitching like a fencer ready to reach for his blades.  “Were I minded to see conspiracy, Captain, and as my enemies know I am, then there is a fertile field in which to dig for it.  The criminal witch and the turncoat captain and my wife bleeding at the hands of a lunatic. It is not a difficult puzzle to assemble.”
 
   “You cannot think that any of us had any intent to harm the Lady Giseanne.”
 
   “I can think anything and everything, Captain, and I do.”
 
   “I must see them, see them both,” Kimbolt mumbled weakly.
 
   “The witch will await trial and imprisonment pending exile.  The girl will be made comfortable, but I will admit no access to any who might be tempted to let her loose.”
 
   “Niarmit would never have allowed this.”
 
   “The Lady Niarmit is not here!” Rugan’s frayed temper snapped.  “And your sojourn in this palace begins to trespass on the hospitality for which I am so famed.” 
 
   “What says the Lady Regent to all this?”
 
   “My wife is worn by the cares of a Regency she did not seek and the disappointments of misplaced trust,” Rugan growled into Kimbolt’s face.  “And I will take any measure necessary to protect her health and happiness.  Now it is a cold winter, Captain.  Go back to your quarters and be grateful that, for now at least, I send you no further away than that.”
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   “Your reverence? Are you well,” Haselrig asked the unusually prostrate form of the Bishop kneeling by his simple cot in the antiquary’s workroom.
 
   The Bishop sat up abruptly.  Haselrig thought he saw a glint of gold in the suddenness of the movement.  Udecht wiped at his eyes with both hands, sleeves flapping as he pressed fingers into his eye sockets smearing wetness across his cheeks.
 
   “Are you well?” The antiquary repeated.
 
   The Bishop turned on him, drawing in a deep breath to begin some familiar rant of rebuke at the antiquary’s betrayal or the misery of the Bishop’s lot.  But between inhaling and speaking  Udecht’s shoulders fell, his head sagged and the fight went out in his tired eyes.  “There are worse than me, Haselrig,” was all he said.
 
   Haselrig fumbled on the table for a scrap of clean cloth and handed it to the Bishop.  “Your eyes are red, your reverence.” 
 
   Udecht wiped the corners of his eyes with a precise fingertip of fabric.  
 
   “There will be a way out of this, your reverence. There is a future.”
 
   Udecht looked at the antiquary glumly.  “What way? A future  which has Maelgrum triumphant.” 
 
   “I am promised Salicia.”  Haselrig hesitated and then launched into the hope he had been privately nurturing ever since Xander’s death.  “The Master has many cares, he cannot watch too close on all his affairs.  I will carve out some kind of life, some kind of domain that moderates the impact of his demands.”
 
   Udecht snorted.  “You think you could do that.  You think you could curtail his thirst for slaves and for wealth.”
 
   “Maelgrum is interested in outcomes not methods.  A good man cannot serve an evil master, but a grey man might, might find some shadow path between good and evil.”  
 
   “Is that what you think, how you lull yourself to sleep at night, Haselrig?”
 
   “I crave only enough success and favour to assure me a comfortable distance between myself and the Master.”  Haselrig thought again of Odestus the fortunate, given the independence and freedom from the Master’s daily presence.  If he could make Salicia another arm’s length domain such as Undersalve had been then life might become if not good, at least bearable.  He stretched out a hand to pat the Bishop on the shoulder.  “I would take you with me, your reverence.”
 
   Udecht looked up in sharp astonishment, but his question surprised the antiquary.  “What of my daughter?”
 
   “What of her?”
 
   “Could you keep her safe too?”
 
   Haselrig shrugged. 
 
   “Is she safe now?” Odestus demanded.
 
   The antiquary gave another moue.  “I don’t know, your reverence.”
 
   “Let me speak to my niece, let me ask her.”
 
   Haselrig shook his head.  “That is not possible, your reverence.”
 
   “Is she dead, have those bastards killed her?”
 
   “No,” Haselrig stretched the vowel in an unconvincing denial and then hastened to provide clarification.  “She lives, but the Master would not have you speak with her, he would not have anyone speak with her before his business is concluded.  Afterwards?” Haselrig’s mouth stretched in a grimace. “Well, let us just say there is nothing I can do for the Lady Niarmit. There never was.”
 
   “What of her companion, could I speak with him? I must have news of my daughter.”
 
   The Bishop had reached out to grip Haselrig’s arms and the antiquary was surprised by the strength in the stress shrunken Bishop’s hands.  He prised himself free.  “The thief, Kaylan, is confined separately, your reverence.  I may be able to find you a few minutes with him.”
 
   The hope which illuminated the Bishop’s face was distressingly bright, so much so that Haselrig hastened to play down his promise.  “I make no guarantees, your reverence.  I can but try.”
 
   “Oh Haselrig, please try.  I would be so grateful, thank you.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Quintala had stretched the day’s ride to its limit.  There was only the blue glow of sky, lingering after the sunset, to light their way into the stables of Laviserve.  The lancers’ grumblings at the horse ruining pace, had diminished as the prospect of a decent bed and a meal more substantial than hard tack drew closer.    
 
   “Well, Lady Quintala,” Jolander said.  “That is a night in the open we have certainly saved, and you will be able to get some rest rather than stand watch and watch about all night.”
 
   “I like to do it, Sergeant,” Quintala replied.  “I could never fathom how you humans can sleep so much.”  She stopped short of saying that sleep seemed an awful waste of the little lives the Goddess had granted them. “Besides,” she added.  “One can never have too many watch keepers in my brother’s realm.  Even the wind whispers at his command.” 
 
   Jolander pursed his lips, drawing in the frosty tips of his  moustache.  “The Queen should be at Lady Isobel’s court by now.”
 
   Quintala frowned.  “Maybe not that far, Sergeant.  I hope she has drawn an escort from Lady Isobel’s garrison, even at the risk of travelling slower.  This Torsden rogue might elect to try and press his suit upon another woman if the charms of Hetwith’s widow are insufficient for his ambition.”
 
   The sergeant’s whiskers quivered at the awful thought.  “He would not dare, he could not!”
 
   “There is no telling what a Nordsalve noble might do, Sergeant, some of them are still barbarians at heart.  They’d be more at home drinking a desert nomad under the table than eating dainty dishes at court.”
 
   Jolander was all concern for his absent Monarch.  “I said I should have gone, Seneschal, you heard me.  Her Majesty should have let us escort her.”
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “Her Majesty knows her own mind, Sergeant, and neither of us could gainsay her.  I am sure the same indomitable spirit will keep any rampant Nordman at bay.  Either that or Kaylan’s sword between their shoulder blades.”
 
   The reassurance only partially mollified the big warrant officer. He snapped at his lancers for their untidy dismounts and their failure to have already rubbed their sweating horses down.  
 
   Quintala slipped lithely from her own saddle and handed the reins to one of Rugan’s stable lads.  Then with a pat on the horse’s neck, she turned along the path through the gardens to the palace.   
 
   She saw him coming long before he saw her.  Her elven eyes were sensitive to the warmth of his body, his face glowing like a torch with its own heat. For a moment she considered stepping aside into the concealment of a shadow filled tree.  She could avoid him altogether, or seize the slight amusement of surprising him, it was always good to have options.  But in the end she stayed where she was and even alerted him to her presence with a hail of greeting.  “Captain Kimbolt, what brings you to the stables at this time?”
 
   Kimbolt honed in on her voice, eyes stretched wide to try to see in the shadow filled gloom of Rugan’s garden.  “It is you, thank the Goddess!” His voice was cracked with emotion.  “When I heard there had been riders seen I hoped it would be you ahead of time.”
 
   “There was no need to stumble through Rugan’s gardens just to congratulate me on my horsemanship.”
 
   “Oh Quintala!” Kimbolt was close enough to see her shadow outline and to reach out for her hand and pump it vigorously. “I am so glad to see you.”
 
   The half-elf frowned.  The warmth of the Captain’s present greeting ill-matched the blank indifference he had shown at their departure. “What has changed, Kimbolt? What is it?” Quintala demanded.  “Is it the Princess? What has Mistress Elise done?”
 
   “Oh Quintala,” Kimbolt sighed.  “It has all gone wrong, so very wrong.  Your brother is mad with rage and folly and Hepdida is in danger and I can do nothing.  By the Goddess I am so glad to see a friendly face.”  He seized her in his arms and hugged her then, crushing her in an embrace of claustrophobic closeness.
 
   She wriggled free.  “If you at least can tell me what has happened Kimbolt, then we can begin to see what might be done about it.” 
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Udecht ran a finger along the outer edge of the golden talisman.  There was a small nick, a tiny unevenness in its outer curve which jarred his finger as he stroked the crescent from tip to tip.  It was a beautiful piece.  The elegant elven filigree embedded in a traditional design.  He turned it over in his hands soaking in the comfortable tranquillity of the grace of the Goddess.
 
   All priests would carry the crescent, not just the tokens that the people sometimes wore, but the genuine article.  A symbol of the finest workmanship blessed over night on the high altar of the Archbishop’s temple and dedicated to the service of the Goddess.
 
   Udecht’s own crescent had been a heavier piece, worthy of the third son of a king.  It had been his constant companion, the one thing he was never separated from until his brother Xander had taken it from him that night in Sturmcairn.  A priest without a crescent, was a priest without a prayer. 
 
   The piece in his hand, like its true owner, was slim elegant and extremely powerful.   Udecht held it close against his chest letting it soothe him, bringing a peace that he had not shared in months.
 
   But in that moment of blessed relief, in that certainty that the Goddess was not after all gone from his life or this world, there was also a moment of doubt.  What was he to do with this heaven sent opportunity?
 
   Haselrig had managed to find him five minutes with the bruised and battered thief.  The man’s speech had been muffled by the swelling of his jaw and he had had to turn his head to view the Bishop through the eye that wasn’t entirely closed by ugly green grey contusions.  
 
   Udecht had tried to be patient but the thief had his pain and his own agenda to distract him.  While the Bishop had been anxious for news of Hepdida, the thief had wanted news of Niarmit and what Maelgrum’s plans might be for them both.  It had taken a few precious minutes to establish that Udecht knew nothing and had seen nothing since the morning encounter atop the watch tower.  A little while longer for the thief to sulk as he absorbed this disappointment.  Knowing that the guard would return in a matter of seconds, Udecht had been somewhat peremptory in making his own demands for information.
 
   What he had gleaned through a mixture of broken toothed mumbles and gesture was that Hepdida was well.  She had been ill but she had recovered.  She was safe in Prince Rugan’s palace.
 
   He caressed the holy symbol as he played with the concept of escape.  It could be done.  As a young cleric he had been a dutiful student anxious to find some way to shine and please his father against the martial prowess of his elder brothers, or the easy grace and beauty of his sister.
 
   He had diligently studied every obscurity in the ecumenical manuals.  He had learned of the planes and he had learned of gates that could be opened between and within them.  He had never imagined the ease with which Maelgrum could stride from place to place or from world to world.  But he had learned it was not just sorcerers who could create such passageways.  Those holy men and women most beloved of the Goddess and in true extremis could, through long prayer, earn the power to create an opening as Maelgrum did with such facility.
 
   Udecht closed his eyes, escaping in his imagination.  A gate between this work room and the palace of Laviserve.  He could step in one stride from torment to his daughter’s side.  Well, not exactly.  One had to know very well the place that one was stepping into and he was not familiar with all the apartments in the half-elf’s magnificent home.  He had seen the audience chamber on a couple of occasions, that would be close enough.  He had never seen a servant of the Goddess open such a gate.  The last occasion, according to that schoolboy research, had been in the time of Queen Nena over two centuries ago.  However, it was possible.  Escape was possible.
 
   But.
 
   He sighed.  There must be a but. Maelgrum was Master of many things, but above all else he was Master of the Planes.  To escape through the planes? It would be as subtle and as likely to be discovered as walking out of the main gates in broad daylight. The possibility of escape brought more fear even than imprisonment.  To be without hope was desolate.  But to have a choice, to be given just one opportunity to make a decision, was terrifying.  
 
   Maybe that was the test the Goddess had set him, to see if his courage was equal to the task.  
 
   He touched the symbol to his lips and shut his eyes.  “What do you want of me, my Goddess?”
 
   There was a sound at the door, just enough warning for Udecht to let the crescent slip into his voluminous sleeves and then Haselrig came in.
 
   “It is time, your reverence,” he said.  “You are wanted.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Niarmit hesitated at another turn of the twisting rough hewn passage, but all she got was an orcish fist in the middle of her back shoving her forward.  A ridge of rock on the uneven floor sent her crashing shoulder first against the wall.  The thin shirt and the skin beneath it both tore against the jagged rock, but she had not dared raise her bound and broken hands to cushion the blow.  The blackened fingers were all at odd ungainly angles such that even the pressure of a gust of wind could evoke fresh waves of agony.  The jarring shock of hitting the wall invoked a far greater agony in her shattered hands than the serated rock slicing through shirt and flesh beneath. 
 
   “Walk!” the big orc commanded. 
 
   “Why?”  It was one small word of defiance from a trapped and wretched prisoner, but she flung it as hard as she could.
 
   “Because Camrak tell you to!”  For the orc it was an entirely complete response, barring only the raised fist for emphasis.
 
   “Camrak can go bugger himself.”
 
   The fist came crashing towards her face, but the other orc barged into his leader sending the blow wide and into the wall. Camrak swung his bruised and bleeding knuckles at his subordinate, while the smaller orc dodged and pleaded.  “Remember, Camrak, Master say we not kill this one.”
 
   “Well you’re going to have to,” Niarmit spat.  “Because I’ve followed my last order from an orc.”
 
   Camrak’s broad nostrils flared and his tusk like teeth chomped against his upper jaw.  “You do as you told!” He jabbed a finger at her chest.  
 
   “Or what?”
 
   Camrak’s craggy forehead creased in cumbersome thought and then his face split in a cheerful grin. “Or we kill your friend, we kill him real good, real slow.” 
 
   “Kaylan?” The name slipped from Niarmit’s mouth.
 
   The orc nodded eagerly.  “Yes, he not dead, not yet.  Now you walk!”
 
   Niarmit shrugged herself off the abrasive rock and resumed her trudge down the twisting pathway.  It turned abruptly and opened into a huge cavern, big enough to fit the temple of the Goddess with space to spare.  In its centre was a great oval window, through which Niarmit could see a garish panorama of an alien landscape.   The shadows of jagged peaks stretched and scampered across the cavern floor as the fast moving sunlight of the other place shone through the shimmering membrane between the planes.
 
   “Ah, Lady Niarmit, jussst on time,” Maelgrum hissed his greeting from infront of the great planar gate.
 
   “Where’s Kaylan?” She demanded.  “This oaf said he wasn’t dead.”
 
   “Of courssse he isss not dead.” At the flick of icy fingers two orcs shuffled forward from the edge of the cavern.  Kaylan slumped bruised and battered between them.  But still alive.
 
   The thief raised a half closed eye towards her and mumbled “’y lady.”
 
   “He livesss under sssuferancsse. Your complete obedience isss the only thing that keepsss me from letting the orcsss entertain themssselvesss with hisss innardsss.”
 
   She glowered at the Dark Lord’s bright red eyepits, shivering slightly in the heat sapping frost which radiated from his blackened form. 
 
   “Here!” He pointed to a low stone cube half a dozen yards infront of a tall pedestal.  There was a steel ring embedded in the side of the cube facing her. A shove from the orc added some extra emphasis to Maelgrum’s command. “Down.”  Camrak pushed her to her knees.  She gasped at the pain which shot through her shaken fingers.  
 
   Camrak took a knife and sawed through the cords binding her  wrists.  She gritted her teeth.  His unsubtle bladework gouged her wrists, while the flood of returning blood and sensation in her crippled hands only served to intensify the agony the crushed bones caused her.  She breathed through it, short quick breaths.
 
   Camrak brought out a pair of cast iron manacles.  He quickly clamped one around her left wrist.  He then threaded the manacle chain through the ring in the block and pulled on her right arm to fix the other end of the clamp.  The action brought her hand crashing into the unyielding stone of the block.  Fragments of broken bone slid and grated over each other and there was no stopping the shrill inhuman scream it dragged from her lips.  
 
   Kaylan flung himself away from his guards, guttural cries of outrage filtering through his bruised jaw.  The orcs watched more amused than alarmed as the thief blundered towards the Queen, tumbling to his knees beside her. 
 
   “Kaylan, no, don’t,” Niarmit called out through her tearful agony.  
 
   He said nothing but pressed his face, his mouth, against hers.  The orcs were laughing now as the battered thief kissed the crippled Queen.  Niarmit was stunned, as paralysed by surprise as the first time she had been kissed.  It had been one of Matteus’s wards who said he had just done it for a dare, but then as now something unexpected was forced into her mouth.  Then the orcs descended dragging Kaylan away with rough hands and several flying fists and Niarmit ran her tongue over the curious metallic object he had left behind her lip.  A thin strip of metal with a crooked end, Kaylan’s lock pick.  She didn’t like to think where he might have been hiding it or what he hoped she might achieve with it and her broken hands.
 
   Niarmit bent her head forwards, experimentally, trying to see if she could bring her mouth close to the lock on either manacle.  The chain was short and the space between her knees and the ring in the block too cramped.  As she leant she felt a prickling sensation at the back of her neck.  With a twisting of her head she saw Camrak looming over her, he made a quick chopping motion with his hand and gave her an ugly grin.
 
   She sat up abruptly, leaning back on her heels trying to put as much distance between herself and the stone as possible, but the manacles had her anchored to the spot.  She looked in pale fear at the cube, suddenly aware of its resemblance to a headsman’s block like the ones she’d heard tell of in the Eastern lands where executions were the cure for all crime.
 
   She glanced around, scanning the inscrutable mask of Maelgrum and the faces of the grinning orcs for some clue as to her fate. She saw Kaylan slumped insensible between the orcs.
 
   “You said you wouldn’t kill him.”
 
   “I sssaid no sssuch thing.”
 
   “I’ve done what you asked. You said that was what kept him alive.”
 
   Maelgrum stalked towards her.  “How foolisssh it isss to let your own actionsss be held hossstage by the life of another.   I have never ssshared thisss human weaknesss.”
 
   She glared at him.  “Your parents would be very proud, I am sure.”
 
   He paused for a moment, contemplating her rebuke, head tilted as he tasted the sarcasm.  Then he flung back his head in a mirthless laugh.  “I have exsssisssted ssso long that my human childhood isss asss much a myssstery to me asss your own time in your mother’sss womb.”
 
   “To exist is not an achievement. What purpose or value has your undead life served?”
 
   “I sssserve no-one and nothing. It isss the world, the matchless panoply of the planesss which ssservesss me, which fuel my power and incite my curiosssity.” He knelt beside her, breathing in the fear she was trying so hard to supress.  “I have learnt ssso much and ssstill the worldsss can sssurprise me.”
 
   “You have learnt nothing of what truly matters,” she shot back at him, calling on every sinew to defy the mask of death before her. “Nothing of the Grace of the Goddess or the love one human can feel for another.”
 
   “Oh I have learnt all I need of that.  Humansss and elvesss are crippled by love.  It isss the thread that conssstrainsss them, the ssstring by which I lead them.  The magesss of the Monar empire reckoned that if you called any creature by itsss true hidden name you would have absssolute power over it.  I have found a sssimpler way to sssuch control.  No one that you love isss beyond my grasssp, nor held sssafe by your preciousss Godesss.”
 
   “You lie!” she cried in fear.  “Your whole existence is a lie.”
 
   His eyepits flared with a sparkle more of amusement than anger.  “The Bissshop’sss daughter livesss or diesss at my whim. Did you think that wizzened herbalissst could ssstand againssst my will?  I know her passst, of what she wasss, the tiny life she led in the ssstreetsss above our headsss.  I knew her father too, oh ssso briefly, another fool dessstroyed through thisss weaknessss of love.  He ssshould have let the sssicknesss take hisss daughterss, but inssstead he let himssself be duped by the promissse of a cure.”  Maelgrum’s head rocked back and his lipless mouth opened in a silent laugh.   “One doesss not cure a curssse!”
 
   “You cursed Hepdida? You cursed them all!”
 
   His shoulders lifted in an indifferent shrug.  “I am the  Massster, amongst my ssservantsss are some with consssiderable talentsss.  They turn my thoughtsss into actionsss, sssometimess before I have even thought them. Can you not ssseee now how thessse emotional attachmentsss have undone you?”    
 
   He glanced across at the crumpled form of Kaylan. “Even your affection for thisss thief isss enough to keep bent to my will. Tamely walking to your destruction. Ssso absssurd to allow any creature to become ssso preciousss to you.”  He stood up, a smooth pillar of darkness and gestured to Camrak.  “Ssstand there!”
 
   “Yes Master.”  The big orc hurried to the indicated spot keen to demonstrate the swiftness of his obedience. 
 
   “Now Camrak isss a loyal ssservant,” Maelgrum told Niarmit.  “He isss the kind of assssociate you might expect me to value.”  The Dark Lord flicked his blackened fingers and the waiting orc erupted in an instant pillar of flame.  Surprise stunned Camrak at first, he stood in disbelief as the fire seared his flesh and scorched his hide.  Then, as the smell of his own burning skin and the agony of pain from charred nerve endings penetrated his consciousness he howled a low animal scream and tried to fall, or to run, but the flame held him upright in its embrace, roasting him alive. 
 
   A couple of the orcs laughed, the wiser ones stepped back away from their leader’s fate.  “There isss no-one whossse life or death could sssuck obedience or remorssse from my bonesss.”
 
   “You are inhuman!” Niarmit’s nostrils were filled with the stench of burnt orc.
 
   “I have ssspent millennia ssstripping away every vessstige of that sssicknesss you call humanity,” Maelgrum replied.  “I am glad that you think I have sssuccsseeded.” He looked towards the entrance tunnel.  “Ah here comesss the ressst of our little party.”
 
    As Niarmit turned she saw a thin but familiar figure bearing a formidable but familiar object. 
 
   “Uncle,” she greeted him.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Udecht replied nervously, holding the Helm infront of him as if scared it would explode.  The royal ankh on its chain dangled from his wrist.
 
   “It isss cussstomary,” Maelgrum told Niarmit.  “To greet the massster before the ssslave. Have you no word of welcome for our diligent resssearcher to whom thisss day owesss ssso much.”
 
   “Oh I know of Haselrig.  As great a traitor to his people as my other uncle, Prince Xander. Worse even as he has the temerity to still be alive.  I do not treat with a traitor who, in freeing you, betrayed a nation.”
 
   Her response seemed to amuse Maelgrum.  “I sssee you have your sssourcesss too.  You are mossst perssspicassiouss.  Xander’sss royal blood and Hassselrig’s unholy prayersss were indeed two keysss to sssetting me free from your forefather’sss prissson.  Sssince then, Hassselrig hasss alssso been inssstrumental in unlocking thisss artefact’sss ssseecretsss.” 
 
   “Its secrets?”
 
    “We know what it isss. A gateway to a demi-plane where Eadran and hisss descendantsss ssskulk in cowardice and think they are beyond my reach.”
 
   She gave an involuntary start of surprise at the extent of his knowledge.
 
   “Their ssspan in Eadran’sss bolt hole isss coming to an end.  Sssoon their ssspiritsss will ressside in altogether lessss conducssive  circumssstancesss.”  With a broad sweep of his hand, Maelgrum waved along a line of great gems lining the floor of the cavern.  He pointed to one particular jewel impossibly balanced on a finely bevelled edge. “That isss for Eadran himssself.   The traitor Feyril may have eluded the trapsss and pursssuitsss which I ssset for him, but hisss accomplicsse hasss foolissshly lingered well within my reach. Now I will pluck him and all hisss kin from their illusssion of sssafety.” 
 
   “You’ll not get any help from me.”
 
   “It isss not your assssisssstancsse which I need.  It isss your death, a carefully and precisssely controlled death that I require.  I believe it may involve sssome pain too.”  He pointed Udecht towards the high pedestal.  “Bissshop, place the item carefully.  Posssitioning isss important.”
 
   Niarmit craned her neck round to watch as Udecht carried the Helm to the stone pillar and placed it carefully atop the plinth.  He adjusted the Helm’s orientation and position in response to the slight hand movements of direction which Maelgrum gave.  
 
   She would not beg, there was no point.  She had faced death so many times before in so many ways, this was just one more.  But before she had always known that the peace of the Goddess awaited her.  Ever since wearing that accursed helm, the path to her deity had been barred to her.  At the moment of her death Eadran’s blasphemous creation was set to claim and imprison her in a tormented paradise.  The fate of her soul, more than her body, prompted her to ask, “What’s going to happen?  What’s going to happen to me?”
 
   “Hassselrig will explain,” Malegrum hissed, still preoccupied with directing Udecht in the precise positioning of the artefact.  “He enjoysss passsing on hisss knowledge, no matter how ssshort lived hisss ssstudentsss are like to be.” 
 
   Niarmit turned to the antiquary.  Haselrig managed a half-apologetic smile of greeting.  The Queen returned it with a scowl which did not dim the lecturer’s enthusiasm for his subject.  “We know that the Helm is a bridge between our world and the demi-plane that Eadran created.  The Master is keen to release the souls which reside in that plane to new homes.”  Haselrig pointed at the great gems perched on their edges around the great cavern.  “To do that we must destroy the bridge and the plane behind it.  Great heat is needed, such as fire from a dragon.  A dragon from the realm of Grithsank.” He waved towards the gate, his tone warming as he accompanied his explanation with elaborate gestures.  “But the dragon fire alone was not enough to destroy the Helm.  The Master saw the key. He realised that the Helm is only vulnerable at the instant that it opens to admit a new soul.  Only then is there a line of connection between the planes through which Eadran’s interlinked creations can be destroyed and the souls released.”   
 
   Niarmit gave him a dark stare.  “You mean to open that connection by killing me and then destroy the Helm as my dead soul flees into it.” She tried for a nonchalant shrug, a painful gesture given the agony that every move created in her hands. “That is a difficult act of timing, I would think.”
 
   “It isss more a matter of posssition,” Maelgrum assured her as he knelt about ten yards away so that he, she and the Helm were in a line.  “The dragon will breathe from here, the flame will dessstroy you and asss your soul travelsss the ssshort dissstance to the Helm, the dragon fire will follow you in and dessstroy the artefact and Eadran’s hiding place.”
 
   “I have seen the dragon’s work,” Haselrig murmured. “It is very quick, all that remains of its victims is a shadow of dust on the ground where they stood.”
 
   Niarmit gulped, unsure how to interpret the ghoulish reassurances of the antiquary. “And what of my soul?” she asked.  “Is there one of those prisons for it?”
 
   “Of courssse not! Your ssspirit will never have properly inhabited the hidden plane.”
 
   “Then my soul may travel to the Goddess?”
 
   Maelgrum looked at her, his head tilted in curiosity red eye pits throbbing slightly.  “No.  Your sssolitary sssoul will wander the infinite planesss.”
 
   “Until?”
 
   “Until the end of time itssself.”  
 
   Cold dread gripped at Niarmit’s heart.  It might be a cruel jest by the Dark Lord, but Maelgrum seemed more amused by an awful truth than a clever lie.  Despite her best efforts to stay calm she could feel her breathing quickening and her heart pounding.  
 
   Udecht was shuffling up behind her, his task with the Helm complete to Maelgrum’s satisfaction, but then she heard him stumble.  Something flew through the air, the pink gem of the coronation ankh gleaming as the object shot past Niarmit and skittered across the stony cavern floor, all eyes following it until it came to rest between Haselrig and Maelgrum.
 
   So no-one else saw how Udecht stalled his fall by leaning heavily on Niarmit’s shoulder, nor heard the Bishop’s mumbled benediction, “Sanaret servum tuum carus dea,” nor saw the flash of gold as something slipped from the priest’s sleeve into the Queen’s lap.   
 
   But Niarmit saw and felt it all.  She shuddered as the raw unfiltered grace of the Goddess coursed through her body.  She who had been more often the deliverer than the recipient of the Goddess’s grace knew what that power could feel like and yet, in that one instant she felt an explosion of healing the sort of which she knew she had never delivered.  She looked up at the Bishop, puzzled at the blurring of her vision and a misplaced halo of blue which hovered over her uncle’s shoulder and then was gone even as she fixed her gaze on it.
 
   Udecht pushed himself away from her, limping towards the assemblage of Maelgrum and his associate.  “I’m sorry, my lords,” the Bishop was saying.  “I tripped.”
 
   “Put thisss trinket by the girl, let it burn with her.”
 
   Udecht retrieved the fallen ankh and returned to Niarmit.  His body masked her face from view as he placed the item on the stone block infront of her and mouthed an inquiry after her health.   She nodded and mouthed a “thank you.”  She would not have dared to raise her blessedly restored hands above the level of the stone block, even had the chain been long enough to allow it.  Instead she kept them tucked clenched in her lap, hoping that the Bishop’s healing grace had not removed too many of the visible injuries from her time as Maelgrum’s guest. 
 
   “Come your reverence,” Haselrig beckoned.  “The dragon will be here shortly.”
 
   They began to file out, the orcs and the humans.  Kaylan gave out a groan prompting a barked command from Maelgrum.  The two orcs by the thief rained down kicks and blows upon his prostrate form.  Niarmit saw a flash of white as a tooth flew from his mouth, better out than choking him in his concussed and oblivious state.
 
   “Your pet can ssstay to ssshare your fate.”  Maelgrum told her.  “Your co-operation bought him a few more minutesss of life, that isss all.  Yet ssstill you paid the pricsse.  You had ssso little and you traded it away.  Isss it any wonder that your people will alwaysss be my ssslavesss.”
 
   Niarmit watched them disappear into the narrow winding tunnel.  Maelgrum paused in the entrance, beckoning a great boulder with his little finger.  The huge rock obediently rolled across the cavern floor like a piece of tumbleweed in the desert, until it sealed the entrance entirely.
 
   Alone, Niarmit spat the lock-pick into her healed hands.  A few thin scars were all that remained as testament to the blackened sacks of crushed bone they had been. It was the work of an instant to release first one catch then the other and she was free, well free to roam a sealed cavern awaiting the arrival of a dragon. 
 
   She glanced towards the window on Grithsank.  She had seen in the racing of the Sun and its shadows, how out of step the time in Grithsank was with that of her own plane.  There could be little warning of the dragon’s arrival, whatever she was to do it would have to be quick.
 
   Kaylan groaned in his crumpled heap.  She retrieved the golden symbol from between her knees where Udecht had dropped it and scurried across to the badly beaten thief.  Two cycles of invoking the Goddess’s healing grace and all she had managed to do was make his breathing easier.  Perhaps she had healed some unseen inner injury, but the effort was draining her tired body and there was too little time.  
 
   The light of the land of Grithsank afforded only a partial illumination of the cavern.  She needed to see more.  She seized the Ankh from the stone where Udecht had left it.  With the chain in one hand and her golden crescent in the other she muttered, “Lumen per dea.” The pink gem glowed with an additional white light which cast jagged shadows on the pitted and uneven wall. 
 
   She whirled the chain around her head faster and faster, until the bright white gem was blurred into a circular wheel of light. Then she let it go, angling her arm so the object was flung high into the air towards the roof of the cavern, taking its precious illumination with it.  She scanned the expanse of glassy broken rock in the ceiling of the vault for any hope of escape.
 
   With a gasp, she glimpsed it.  Right in the centre of the highpoint of the ceiling, a narrow opening, a chimney through the mountain of rock that sealed this underground tomb.  It was a route out, the only route out.  But its opening lay hundreds of feet above her.  To reach it she would have to climb and crawl upside down across the rock roof.  It was impossible.  Impossible for her, still more so if she wanted to carry the semi-conscious Kaylan on her back.
 
   The Ankh was falling, bringing its light down with it and she stepped to one side to catch it before it hit the stony floor.  She wondered a moment at the healthy pinkness of her hands, flexed her fingers in awe at the power of the Goddess’s grace. Then quickly hung the ankh about her neck and scampered round the oval window to look once more on the jagged mountains of the dragon’s home plane.    
 
   She flinched as a dark shape shot across her vision of the scene.  It was only a bird, but it served notice of how sudden the Dragon’s arrival would be.   In despair she glanced around the chamber.  All that the desperate efforts of Kaylan and Udecht had achieved was to make her a more mobile meal to be baked by a dragon in an underground oven.  Still, at least she had destroyed the precise alignment of targets which had been so vital to Maelgrum’s plan to destroy the Helm.
 
   The Helm.
 
   Haselrig had said that the Dragon fire alone was not enough to destroy the Helm.  The Helm is only vulnerable at the instant that it opens to admit a new soul.
 
   She walked towards the plinth on which the Helm stood, the cursed item which had made her invulnerable to orcish blows and wizards’ spells.   The cursed item that would take her to a realm of her forefathers and of a madman.  The cursed item that could not be destroyed by dragon fire.
 
   She picked it up, felt its weight and the eerie sense of steel as warm as flesh.  This thought was madness, but what else was there?
 
   A fleck of darkness caught her eye in the distant skies of Grithsank.  A fleck that was growing with impossible speed.
 
   She put on the Helm.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Five
 
   Niarmit was seated on the gilded throne in the semi-circular audience hall of the Domain of the Helm.  The same friezes of martial success decorated the walls, the same double ring of plain stone thrones surrounded the raised dais on which she sat.  But there was no-one else there, no relic of the stench and the scorch marks of her torture at the mad wizard’s hands, no sign of the father who had risked Chirard’s ire to secure her escape. 
 
   She clamped one hand atop her head pressing the Helm firmly upon her skull and called out, “Santos, Steward Santos, where are you?”
 
   A wave of nausea flooded through her at the disconcerting duality of existence that the Helm induced. Her mind and soul were in the hidden demi-plane while her body was in the underground cavern.  The images of both places were overlaid on her retina, and it took an effort of will to shift the emphasis of concentration from the one world to the next. 
 
   In the material world she saw the dragon’s head break through the gate from Grithsank.  Huge yellow eyes blinked slowly, a mouth opened to reveal row upon row of teeth, the greatest of them as tall as a man, all sharpened to a razor edge.  A wave of sulphurous breath assaulted her nostrils, and she ducked to one side as the serpent slowly brought the rest of its massive body through the gate, wings folded inwards yet still brushing past the great window’s borders.     
 
   Niarmit darted towards Kaylan’s slumped form and dragged him against the edge of cavern wall.  Then she crouched in front of the semi-conscious thief and faced the monstrous creature as the last twenty foot of tail snaked through from Grithsank.  She had no weapon more formidable than a lock pick, so she knelt clenched fists by her side.  Now was the time for the Vanquisher’s creation to live up to the heaped praises which Feyril the Elf had lavished on its power.
 
   In the Domain of the Helm she screamed again, “Santos! Where are you?”
 
   The dragon edged round the chamber, head swaying as it sniffed the air.   It swung towards the stone block and the pedestal behind it, puzzled by their emptiness.  Then it saw her.  Great talons scraped across the rock as the huge beast spun round with surprising agility to face her.  It bent its head low and stretched out a clawed foot far larger than a horse, the tip of its middle talon reaching with great delicacy for this tiny crouching human.
 
   The claw descended towards her helmed head and then stopped with a spark that cracked like a whip.  The dragon tapped again, more insistent. Each time its increasingly forceful blows were brought short with an electric crackle that seemed to surprise more than discomfort the great beast.  
 
   “Santos, now would be a good time!”
 
   “Majesty!” In the audience chamber where her soul resided, there was a flicker of movement.  The Steward of the Helm bobbed before her other eyes, still clad in the purple trimmed white toga, his spare form unchanged by the months of separation.  “Majesty, you have returned to us!”
 
   In that other place, Niarmit tightened the grip of her hand, pressing the Helm against her head.  “Where is he? Where is that bastard Chirard?”
 
   “Er..” Santos shifted uneasily from one foot to the other.  “Er… I don’t know his other Majesty’s whereabouts, your Majesty.”
 
   “He’s coming isn’t he?”  Niarmit growled, watching the hem of the Steward’s cloak flick with touch of a breeze.  “The bastard’s coming.”
 
   “His other Majesty would not like me to say, your Majesty.”
 
   In the cavern of execution, Niarmit saw the Dragon draw back its head and open its jaws.   A foul stench drifted from its gaping maw.  The rushing air lifted those ends of her hair that the Helm had not constrained as the beast drew in a houseful of breath.
 
   “Oh crap!” Niarmit heard herself say.
 
   And then it came.  A wave of swirling fire, glowed white and yellow as the eddies of flame and heat enveloped her.  She had slunk back, spreading her arms to try and entirely shield Kaylan with her body. She could see the rocks in front of her feet blistering with the heat.   She was drowning in an ocean of heat and yet the sensation was little more than the mild warmth of a comfortable bath.
 
   The flame flickered out, the heat faded and she and the Dragon blinked at each other both equally surprised by the outcome.
 
   Her spirit-self felt the rush of wind of a different texture, fingers of air tugging at her arms and feet.  She saw the look of alarm on the Steward’s face.  Santos’s mouth had dropped open and he raised his hand to stop the egress of any word of warning.
 
   She jerked to one side, one hand still atop the Helm, the other chopping out and down, it connected with something bony beneath thick robes.  Fingers, of flesh this time, skittered with a hiss of burning skin across the metal of the Helm.  They slid in fruitless search for a grip as their owner stumbled into her field of view.  She flicked out with her feet, a leg taking sweep from the left and a firm kick from the right, and the robed figure of Chirard the self-styled Magnificent, tumbled in an ungainly heap at the foot of the dais.
 
   “Your Majesty!” Santos exclaimed in amazement, thought it was not clear which monarch he intended to address.
 
   Chirard rose, seething.  Niarmit had not seen the mad wizard’s face before.  At their last meeting he had been seated on the throne wearing the Helm that he had seized from her.  Only his thin chin and finely shaved beard and moustache had been visible.  Now she saw revealed two dark eyes that were deep pools of malice in the centre of a pale white face framed by a sheen of slick black hair.  Thin nostrils flared at the base of a sharp beaked nose as her insane ancestor railed at her impudence.
 
   “How dare you, Thren-spawn!”  He cried, rising and taking a step towards her. 
 
   She clamped both hands to the side of the Helm and made to raise it from her own head.  That stopped him.
 
   “Aye, Chirard, you have missed your chance to seize the Helm.  Come a step nearer and I lift this from my head and I am gone from this realm and you will not call me back.”  
 
   A thin tongue flicked across the mad wizard’s lips.  “Let us not be hasty, girl.”
 
   “I wear the Helm now, I wear the Helm here, and while I wear it you cannot harm me.”
 
   “No,” he agreed.   “Not while you wear it, girl.  Only he, or she, who wears the Helm enjoys absolute protection within and from this Domain.”
 
   He tilted his head to one side.  “Are you planning to sit there like that for long?” He started to stroll to one side.  “I could make myself busy elsewhere, but I may come back.  Is it not tiring sitting with your arms raised? Even here one can feel the old fatigues of mortal life.”
 
   “Stay where you are Chirard. Stay where I can see you, or I will take off this helm and never put it back on and you will not see the mortal plane again. I promise it.”
 
   In the other place she saw the Dragon draw back for another breath.   She hunkered down on the throne, clenching her eyes as another tsunami of incandescent flame washed over her.
 
   The mild warmth of filtered dragon fire again enveloped her, even within the Domain of the Helm.  Santos and Chirard marked it too, exchanging glances of inquiry.
 
   “What is happening, your Majesty?” the steward wailed.
 
   “Where in the Mortal plane are you, girl?” Chirard demanded.
 
   “Sit on a throne, Kinslayer, and see for yourself!” Niarmit barked, with a jerk of her chin towards the row of stone thrones each subordinate to the gilded seat upon which she sat.
 
   The mad wizard’s eyebrows flicked upwards, his mouth twisted in distaste at being commanded by anyone, least of all her.  He looked about him at the two concentric semicircles of thrones, pausing in some mild indecision as to which of the identical seats to grace with his arse.  In the end he settled on one near the end of the first row, far to the left so Niarmit had to crane her neck round to keep him in view. He took his seat with the fussiness of a cat, shuffling his backside and wriggling his shoulders before relaxing into the chair’s embrace.  His hands rested on the armrests and he shut his eyes and Niarmit knew he was seeing, through the Helm’s eye, exactly what faced her in the cavern of imprisonment.
 
   “A dragon!” he exclaimed with a note more of admiration than fear, as though Niarmit had just pulled off a particularly spectacular trick for his amusement. 
 
   “A dragon!” Santos squealed, leaping in dismay from the simple chair through which he too was able to share the Helm-wearer’s sensations.
 
   “Fascinating,” Chirard decided.
 
   The dragon was prowling around the chamber, as far as its bulk would allow it, circling the central gate through which the world of Grithsank could be dimly perceived now plunged into a starlit darkness. 
 
   “One of the titles you gave yourself was Dragon Slayer, Chirard? Was that just another idle boast or was there some truth in it.”
 
   “I have been to Grithsank,” Chirard admitted.  “And Dragons did die, but I had more resources then. It is not easy for one person to kill a beast such as this.”  The dragon was taking a run at them now.  Both Niarmit and Chirard were pressing themselves back in their seats.  Santos dared not resume his.  “And this one is of an uncommon size!”
 
   The dragon crashed to a halt crumpling into a heap as though it had run into the cavern wall. The ground shook with the force of the collision, fragments of rock fell from the domed ceiling.  The thrones on which they sat trembled as the serpentine earth quake echoed along the bridge between the planes.
 
   “So you can’t kill it?”
 
   The dragon gave a great flap of its wings.  A difficult manoeuvre in the cramped space by a creature not made for hovering.  Still it tried to gain the height and breathed fire from a different angle on the stubborn irritation.  Niarmit leant her body back, determined to still shield Kaylan from the flames.  The walls of the cavern around them were beginning to glow a dull red as the dragon’s breath brought the rocks themselves to a boil.  
 
   The rising temperature had roused the thief from his slumber, his body waking his brain to the perils of a heat that was already singeing his clothes.   “My Lady,” he mumbled then cried out as he saw the dragon’s gaping mouth. Niarmit bent over him to shield him from another blast of heat.
 
   “We have to get out of here, Chirard!  Now!”  Niarmit commanded.
 
   “There is time, girl.  We are safe in the Domain of the Helm.”
 
   “Kaylan is not, he will burn, even if the flame never touches him.”
 
   Chirard shrugged.  “And?”
 
   “If Kaylan dies, then I raise the Helm from my head and at the next breath I die with him and you are trapped here forever.”
 
   The mad wizard shrugged again.  “I could try to tunnel our way out of here girl, but that would take months. Your friend does not have that long.”
 
   “Have you a spell of climbing?  There is a vent hole in the roof the cavern.  Can you get us to climb up to it?”
 
   “Let me use your hands girl, your other hands, let me see it.” 
 
   It was a strange sensation, to feel again another taking over her body, commanding her hands, but this time it was different. She had control.  Niarmit let him spin her fingers in an invocation, but then to satisfy herself she willed her hand to bend the other way mid-move breaking the web of mage-weaving that Chirard had been undertaking.
 
   He clucked his irritation at her interference. “Come bitch, let me do my work.” 
 
   She let him, watched passively as he flung a spell upwards and glanced along its wake to see the whole roof of the chamber illuminated in a star burst of light which cast jagged arrows of shadow across the rough rock.  And in the midst of the high point of the chamber was the opening she had seen by the light of the flying ankh.  It was the end of a bore hole two yards wide and stretching beyond the limit of the spell’s light.  The dragon blinked upwards at the unexpected light and then turned its baleful gaze back to the stubbornly unsinged woman at the cavern’s edge.  
 
   “Can you help us climb up there, me and Kaylan?” Niarmit demanded in the Domain of the Helm.
 
   The dragon was roaring now, bathing the walls around them in flame until the rocks were bubbling with the heat.  Kaylan’s voice, hoarse but urgent in her ear. “Flee my Lady, while you can.”
 
   “Where to, Kaylan? And never without you.”
 
   “Why climb,” Chirard laughed tugging for control of her fingers.  She let him take them.  “Why climb, when you can fly!”
 
   “Grab hold of me, Kaylan!” She just had time to shout and the gently smoking thief flung his arms around her neck, and then they were airborne, ten, twenty feet above the ground in an instant.
 
   The dragon was as surprised as Niarmit to see a human fly.  He gave a powerful downbeat of his wings and yet stayed stuck obstinately to the ground as the fleeing pair shot even faster upwards, closing on the open shaft like an arrow.
 
   “The trick of flight!” Niarmit gasped.  “You have the trick of flight!”
 
   “Of course, bitch.  A trivial puzzle for a greatness such as mine,” Chirard conceded with the slightest of preens.
 
   There was a howl from the dragon and a tongue of flame licked up after them, chasing them up the narrow shaft.  The miracle of flight seemed to need no action beyond the mad wizard’s will, and Niarmit’s physical hands and arms were free to clasp Kaylan close holding him against her as they soared up the chimney in the rock. 
 
   “Forgive me, my Lady,” Kaylan muttered into Niarmit’s chest.
 
   “Only if you hold tighter,” she told him.  “Hundreds of feet up in the air is no place to go all decorous on me.”  She crushed him closer against her in a bear hug, feeling the fast beat of his heart through the thin layers of clothing that their captors had left them with.
 
   And then they were free, shooting through the opening of the shaft into the cold winter air.  Niarmit glanced down at the dizzying sprawl of Morwencairn beneath her.   The shaft had emerged in the side of the granite crag on which the citadel had been built, a point inaccessible, indeed invisible from either the fortress above or the plain below.  When she looked away and then back, she found she could not find their escape hole again.  
 
   The days and nights had been blurred in her period of pain and captivity and it took a moment to see that the Sun was low in the Western sky setting towards the distant peaks of the Gramorcs.  It was dusk and they had a night to make their escape.  
 
   “Set us down,” she told Chirard.  “There by the river.”  There was a point beyond the bridge that she remembered, a cove where she and Tordil had been safely hidden until the stumbling but fortuitous arrival of Thom.  
 
   “Why?” The mad wizard demanded.
 
   “Because I say so.”
 
   It was a bold statement from someone soaring hundreds of feet above the ground, suspended by the thread of a psychopath’s magical ingenuity.  The boldness struck Niarmit immediately the words left her mouth and was confirmed a spilt second later when she and Kaylan began tumbling in dizzying free-fall towards the ground.  As the pit of her stomach rose towards her throat, and a scream came unbidden from her throat at the fast approaching ground, she still saw in that other place the shadow of Chirard rising from his throne and stepping towards the dais.
 
   “No Chirard!” She shouted, lifting the Helm fractionally free of her scalp. “No closer!”
 
   “You would destroy yourselves!” he cried fingers reaching out, itching to seize the Helm.
 
   She lifted it higher, feeling the solidity of the link with the Domain of the Helm loosen and assume a dreamlike quality, but enough to see Chirard flinging himself back in his seat and clamping his hands to the armrests. She let the Helm settle again on her head, felt the power of Chirard’s control as he caught their falling bodies in his spell and they soared again higher than the spire of the Temple of Morwena.
 
   “Chirard, I said to put us down by the river.”
 
   “No.  We stay aloft,”  he growled.  “While we are airborne you need me.  While we fly you cannot raise the Helm and leave this Domain without destroying yourself, you and your little friend.  While we fly, your spirit must also stay here, in my realm.”
 
   ”But if you try to seize the Helm, I will remove it.”
 
   “That would kill you,” Chirard observed. “How strange that you should be the one who calls me mad!”
 
   “It would trap you here, with no hope of ever tasting the mortal world again.  You don’t want that,” Niarmit told him. 
 
   “Stalemate, then?”
 
   “But we still fly.” The Queen gave a smile on her gilded throne. “Take us East Chirard, to Medyrsalve.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt had, only for a fraction of a second, ceased his pacing and taken a seat when the door creaked open and Quintala entered.  The Captain leapt to his feet.  “Well?” The hopeful enquiry died on his lips at the Seneschal’s grim expression.
 
   “I had no more joy than you. My brother’s guards were on the strictest orders that no-one not even I was to be admitted to see the invalids.”
 
   “Could you not use your art to find a way past?”  Kimbolt pleaded.  “Using magic is no crime for a… for one not of human blood.”
 
   Quintala winced, “by which you mean not pure blood human.  Well, Captain, my brother would take it much amiss if I tried to cast a spell upon his elite guards, and they have been very well protected against the charms of sorcery, given Elise’s nature.“
 
   “She is alive though, alive and well.”
 
   “Aye, physically she is well, the guards told me that much.  I should not fear for her welfare until such times as they can find a means to exile her.  But she is subject to daily doses of mind-numbing juice.  My brother is taking no chances.  It is the Bishop or the Deaconess themselves who administer them.”
 
   “And Hepdida, what did the guards say of her?”
 
   The half-elf looked away.  “They said nothing, but I heard her howl in her madness.”
 
   Kimbolt turned and punched the wall, a patch of plaster was crushed to dust beneath his blow.  “Why, why will he let Hepdida die?”
 
   Quintala ran a hand through her silver hair and sighed.  “He gave me the same reasons that he gave you, she is doomed, he does not believe in prolonging her agony, simply making her end as comfortable as possible.”
 
   Kimbolt snorted.  “If that is so, then why does he not just kill her now, like a horse with a broken leg.  By the Goddess, when did that half-share of humanity leak out of him?”
 
   “My brother is at least convinced that to kill is a sin, but to let die it seems is not.”
 
   Kimbolt paced a couple of lengths of the room.  “She was cured, Quintala, she was cured.  As right as rain.”
 
   “My brother called it just another remission and then the inevitable relapse.”
 
   “No, No, that is not what it was.” The Captain shook his head, punched his palm, and turned to face the Seneschal.  She stood, patient, sympathetic, her head inclined in curious expectation.  So unlike her brother.
 
   “What was it then, Captain?”
 
   “Elise said that Hepdida was cursed, a wizard’s curse.  That is why the priests couldn’t properly cure her.   That is why a sorceress could.  She was cured, she was remembering.”  He grabbed the half-elf by her shoulders as though to squeeze his argument into her.  
 
   Quintala’s lips were parted and her brow creased in astonishment.   Her amazement deepened as Kimbolt unloaded more of his discoveries.  “She was cursed that morning in the forest.  She had found a medallion, a black medallion, the kind that Maelgrum issues to his servants.”
 
   “But…” The half-elf was struggling with this revelation. “But that, that means…”
 
   “There is a traitor in our midst, a traitor who used Hepdida’s illness to tie Niarmit to this place.  The same traitor must have cursed her again, condemned her to madness.”
 
   “To what purpose?” Quintala asked. “The Queen had already left on her mission.  It was too late to stop her.” 
 
   “To save themselves from being exposed.  The better Hepdida got, the more they had to fear.” Kimbolt punched his palm.  “They must have crept into the room while I was fetching the Lady Giseanne.”
 
   “Crept? How? Did any of the servants see someone enter?”
 
   Kimbolt shook his head, reliving the dreadful moments of that night, holding a writhing Hepdida while Elise bled on the floor. “No the door stayed shut from the moment I left to when I returned with Giseanne.  The shutters were broken, but that was from the inside.  I thought at first that Hepdida had fled over the balcony.”
 
   Quintala nodded slowly and settled into one of the chairs, leaning forward to rest her chin in her hands as she thought.  “So we have a traitor wizard loose in the palace who has a means of getting in and out of rooms without using the door, including the chambers at the heart of Rugan’s private suite.”
 
   “You have said that in Rugan’s palace the walls have ears,”  Kimbolt suddenly dropped his voice at the implication of what he had said.  “There would be passages within the walls that could accommodate spies, could there also be a way for such a passage to be used to enter and leave a room unseen?”
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “Anything is possible in my brother’s house but possible and provable are different things.  Tell me Kimbolt, who do you suspect in this?”
 
   He shook his head.  “The Prince’s palace is full of strange people.  Who here would trust those prattling Lords of Oostsalve?”
 
   Quintala nodded.  “No further than I could throw them certainly, but if they are spies then they are also the most gifted actors I have ever seen.  On no stage in the grand theatre of Morwencairn was the fool played as skilfully as by my Lords Leniot and Tybert.”
 
   “A successful traitor must always be a skilled actor,” Kimbolt retorted.  “We should not dismiss them. We should not dismiss anyone.”
 
   The half-elf pursed her lips and blew a soft breath of thought. “Tell me Captain, what do you know of my Grandmother’s murder?”
 
   Kimbolt tried to turn his initial scowl of distaste into something more sympathetic for the bereaved grand-daughter.  “I am sorry for your loss, Seneschal.”
 
   She flashed a wry smile.  “Don’t worry, Captain.  My grandmother’s feelings towards me meant it was not as great a loss as it should have been.  But I mention it because Kaylan ..”
 
   “I know.  Kaylan said his sword was stolen and used to murder Kychelle.”
 
   “If Kychelle was murdered in the nursery with a sword stolen from another room, then it adds credence to your suspicion that we have someone able to move freely but unseen around the palace.”
 
   “But who?”
 
   Half-elven Seneschal and human Captain looked at each other each shaking their heads with creeping disbelief.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   The cold had penetrated even to the library where Udecht and Haselrig had their workroom but that was not the cause of the antiquary’s shivering.  Not the cold or the knee trembling exhaustion of their run up the twisting passage could explain the ague that consumed him.  Udecht, was much calmer.  He pushed Haselrig by the shoulders and sat him by the fire.
 
   “Did you see the orcs?” Haselrig was muttering.  “If your leg hadn’t held us back, we’d have been first in the chamber.  It would have been us.”
 
   The Bishop patted him on the back and poured a glass of water from the jug on the table.  He added a dash of amber liquid from a flask and handed the glass to the trembling antiquary.
 
   “Frozen, frozen and then they shattered. Oh we are dead, so dead.  I have never felt him so angry.” He gulped down a mouthful of drink and then another.  He looked towards the door where a thin web of frost was forming on the panelling.  “What can have gone wrong?  How wrong can it have gone?”
 
   “There is no point trying to guess, Haselrig.” Udecht smiled down at his gaoler.  “Maybe it is time to pray.”
 
   Haselrig looked up at him, blinking at the absurd suggestion.  “I haven’t prayed to the Goddess in nearly two decades.”
 
   “She hasn’t forgotten you, not you, not anyone.”
 
   Haselrig gulped down another mouthful and shook his head.  “I can’t, your reverence.  It’s been too long, I’ve done too much.”
 
   Udecht smiled again, shaking his head but whatever he was about to say was lost as the door crashed open.  Haselrig jumped from the seat, spilling his drink and backed towards the fire.
 
   Rondol was framed in the doorway, his red beard tipped with frost.  Behind him a cold mist filled the corridor parted by the rushing forms of orcs and outlanders dashing hither and thither.  Haselrig trembled searching the sorcerer’s expression for the triumphant vindication that was surely his entitlement.  The venture which had raised Haselrig once more to Maelgrum’s right hand had self-evidently ended in disaster.  The wheel of Maelgrum’s favour had turned with brutal swiftness and Rondol could expect to be the beneficiary. But in the ruddy sorcerer’s face, Haselrig saw only a reflection of his own fear at a fury from their Master so deep and random it could sweep them all into painful oblivion.
 
   “Where are the winged ladies?” Rondol demanded.  “The Master is asking for them, asking for them now. Where are they?”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   They had flown all night and met the rising Sun head on.  A delicate in flight adjustment had shifted their relative positions.  Niarmit lay prone as that was how the unseen force of flight seemed best to support her.  Kaylan had shifted onto Niarmit’s back, the thief balanced precariously sitting astride the slighter form of the Queen, gripping the torn fabric of her shirt for support, while trying to keep himself from touching the steel of the Helm.  She had warned him of dire consequences if his flesh should touch the enchanted artefact.  The arrangement was easier than clinging on from below, but it was not conducive to a restful journey.  Niarmit, head down, kept her earthly gaze on the straight grey ribbon of the Eastway.  The arrow straight road stretched across the midst of a snow white landscape as Chirard’s miracle of flight took them ever eastwards towards the Palacintas and safety, well safety from Maelgrum at least.
 
   In the Domain of the Helm, Chirard slumped in his throne, brow furrowed in concentration as he sustained their airborne travel.
 
   Niarmit’s spirit avatar, sat watching him with eye wearying effort. Her hands were still poised to raise the Helm in suicidal spite if the Kinslayer should attempt to seize more control of her body than she would grant him.  Fatigue assailed her with clubbing blows, while the oblivion of sleep beckoned more seductively than a siren call. Drained of adrenaline she taunted herself awake with Maelgrum’s dark threats against Hepdida.  The girl had to be safe, Elise would keep her cured.  But as thoughts threatened to become dreams, she forced herself to talk with the Kinslayer, answering his questions about the dragon and its Master and firing out her own enquiries.
 
   “I don’t understand, though, how Maelgrum found out about the Helm,” she said.  “Santos said we couldn’t tell anyone about it and I haven’t been able to anytime that I’ve tried.  Didn’t you Santos?”  She took her eyes from Chirard for an instant to glance around the room.  “Santos?”  The steward’s humble chair was empty.  She hadn’t seen him go.
 
   She glanced quickly back to where Chirard was giving an experimental flex in his throne.  “Where is Santos?”
 
   Chirard shrugged.  “The unblood worm does not like to stay too close to me, in case he offends me.  He does offend me, quite often and with painful consequences for him.  Tell me again though, girl, how men of weaker wit and power than I should have succeeded where I did not.  How could they release Maelgrum?”
 
   “It took three,” Niarmit said.  “A priest, a descendant of Eadran’s bloodline and a mage.  One alone could not do it.  This treachery required three traitors and that fact alone should have been enough protection for the Salved Kingdom.”
 
   “Three traitors!” Chirard laughed.  “That is not so hard to find.  I found three thousand and killed them all, all save two.”  
 
   The nights of pain and torture and the frantic struggle for escape, were taking their toll on Niarmit.  She was grateful for the whine to Chirard’s voice, which ensured his comments were far from a soothing lullaby.  The words rolled around in her head.  Three traitors, a prince, a priest and a mage.
 
   A sudden wave of fear washed through her, driving all thought of rest or sleep from her mind.  She saw laid bare the substance behind Maelgrum’s threat against Hepdida, a threat so real all thought of sleep was banished from her mind.  Eyes wide open she stared at the ground far below.  The Eastway was cutting a channel through a thick forest, snow tipped tree tops were just being lit by the rising Sun its rays driving over the peaks of the Palacintas.  At this height the land seemed to be crawling by.  No, there was no seemed about it.
 
   “Chirard,” she cried.  “Why are we slowing? What trickery is this?”
 
   “No trickery, girl, this is the best speed I can make, the miracle of flight is not easily won, nor is it inexhaustible.”
 
   “Then set us on the ground, we can walk from here we must make haste.”
 
   He sniffed.  “You know why I cannot set you down, bitch.  Though it is a brave little girl that thinks she can walk from the Forest of Kelsrik all the way past Listcairn.”
 
   “We must hurry Chirard. I must get back. I have been a fool!”
 
   “At last Thren-spawn bitch, something we can agree on,” Chirard snarled.  “But I will not hurry for your command, or anyone’s.”
 
   “Will not? Or cannot?” she snapped back.  “Has the great Chirard lost his power?”
 
   “You know nothing of how flight may be sustained, bitch.  This is my triumph which has brought you half way across the Kingdom in little more than a night.  No other sorcerer in history has solved this riddle.”
 
   Niarmit gazed down at the stationary landscape below.  “And it seems you have forgot the solution, Chirard.”
 
   “My Lady,” Kaylan called on her back.  “There is something following us.”
 
   “Let me see!”  
 
   Chirard was also keen to see this pursuit and Niarmit found her body glided slowly round to face East.
 
   “I saw them, my Lady, dark spots, but getting closer.”
 
   Niarmit saw them too, nine of them, darker nuclei in the blackness of the Western night, clawing across the sky.  She could see the motion of their wings.  “It is the harpies, Kaylan, cover your ears, but hold on.”
 
   “I’ll try, my Lady.”  She felt him wobble and his knees gripped her waist.  The harpies might not be able to harm her, not with the protection of the Helm.  But they could still pluck Kimbolt from her back, particularly as Chirard seemed to have lost the will or the power to give them any forward motion.  
 
   The Kinslayer, however, was cackling in delight on his throne.  “Fortune certainly favours me, this day.”
 
   “Be careful Chirard, these are the creatures that kidnapped me and Kaylan, they are the creatures who destroyed my half-brother Eadran by dropping him onto the Eastway.  Can you not find some speed to evade them, or some spell to destroy them.”
 
   “Much as it pains me bitch, your brother, Thren-spawn that he may have been, is about to get his revenge.”
 
   The harpies were closer now.  The wings flexing powerfully, while the thin strains of their music were drifting to Niarmit’s ears, though this time it seemed more discordant than before.  The charms of the Harpies’ song stripped out by the filtering protection of the Helm.  For the thief though, she was not so sure. “Keep your hands over your ears, Kaylan,” she repeated.
 
   “I’m trying, my Lady,” he said, but there was a strained quality to his voice.
 
   And then suddenly, one of the harpies plummeted earthwards.  Despite the frantic flapping of its wings, the effort in no way slowed its acceleration towards the ground.  And then another fell, and each time Niarmit felt her body lift more buoyantly in the air.
 
   The Harpies slowed, hovering in the air fifty yards away, their song stilled, their confidence dented.  Two more dropped, their winged shapes abruptly gifted with all the aerodynamic properties of a stone.  The rest turned and fled and Niarmit found herself chasing after them.
 
   “No Chirard,” she cried.  “That way is West!  Do not let them draw us from safety.” 
 
   But her body was flying faster than ever in pursuit of the monstrous feathered women.  She dared not interfere too much in Chirard’s control of her physical form, for fear that she might destroy that power which kept them aloft or at the least unseat the loyal Kaylan perched precariously astride her back.
 
   Whatever aerial speed Chirard had lost, he had rediscovered it now, closing on the fleeing harpies with merciless haste.  As he drew near, first one then another plummeted squawking to the ground.   The desperate bird-women tried to split up, but he chased them down and they fell spinning to their doom, each fresh victim brought more speed and vigour to the Kinslayer’s manoeuvring.  
 
   The last of them dived, plunging towards the ground, desperate to seek the solidity of Mother Earth at a time of its own choosing.  She was only a few feet from the touchdown when her wings failed her and she crashed in an ungainly heap, one broken leg twisting beneath her as Chirard swooped down towards her.  She waved a fist and cawed her fury at him.  Niarmit saw her own hands stretch out ahead of her, fingers twisting in a blur of motion, and as they shot past the grounded harpy, the bird women erupted in a screaming column of green flame.
 
   And then they were driving upwards, higher than ever, circling wide and travelling back Eastwards faster than they had before.  They soared, a thousand feet or more above the place where the harpies had met the same fate that they had inflicted on Prince Eadran.  The fate which had thrust Niarmit into the unwanted position of Gregor’s heir.
 
   Chirard was cackling.  “Did you see them fall, did you see the surprise in their pointy little faces.”
 
   Niarmit gasped at the renewed speed of travel. “You stole their flight!” she cried.  “You stole their flight, and you stole it from the dragon too!”
 
   “Of course girl,” Chirard laughed.  “There is no miracle to flight. The power of flight cannot be created or destroyed, only transferred from one creature to another.  The transfer is not permanent, but the creature about to lose the ability to fly should make sure to be on the ground first!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It was quiet in the workroom.  Haselrig was lost in seeming contemplation of one ancient tome, but Udecht knew it for a charade.  The antiquary had not turned a page in an hour or more.  
 
   The Bishop felt strangely calm, more at ease than he had on any day since the fall of Sturmcairn, long tortured months ago.  The citadel had lost its frosty coating.  The orcs and outlanders still bustled about the corridors in frantic activity, but without the sense of headless panic which had characterised the previous night.  While the chilling intensity of Maelgrum’s thwarted fury may have dissipated, Udecht did not doubt that there was a reckoning yet to be had.   
 
   Haselrig sighed and reached for the flask on the table.  He raised it to his mouth, tipping it as far as it would go, shaking it to loosen whatever drops of golden oblivion still clung to its surface, and then set it down again in some disappointment.
 
   “You should not drink too much, Haselrig,” Udecht admonished him.  “You will need your wits about you.”
 
   “Wits!”  Haselrig tried to push the book off the table, but misjudged the move, the sweep of his arm only crumpling and tearing the open pages.  “When the Master is finished with me, I’ll have neither wits nor a body to use them.  I have failed him.  What can have gone wrong?”
 
   The door was flung open again, and Rondol stood before them.  The tall sorcerer bristled with the restoration of his arrogant self-assurance.  The frostbitten fear of the previous night had gone, and the broad grin which lit the man’s face told of a task he was about to enjoy.  At the sorcerer’s side stood two of the burliest outlanders in Maelgrum’s service, bearing as many weapons as scars.
 
   Haselrig stumbled backwards, hand to mouth, mumbling desperately to himself.
 
   Udecht stood straight.
 
   Rondol’s finger shot out, pointing at Udecht.  “You priest, come with us.  The Master would have words with you.”
 
   Udecht did not obey at first. He turned instead to the antiquary.  “Tell my daughter I am sorry and I loved her, from afar maybe, but always.”
 
   Haselrig blinked, puzzlement and fear chasing each other across his features.  “Why are you telling me this, Udecht?”
 
   “Who else would I tell?”
 
   Then the outlanders seized Udecht’s arms, pinning them behind him and frogmarching him from the room.  He twisted in their grasp to look over his shoulder at the mystified antiquary.  “Remember, Haselrig, Remember,” he called.  But then he was through the door and Rondol had pulled it closed and Haselrig was gone from his sight.
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   The refreshment of Chirard’s powers, at the expense of the felled harpies, had injected extra pace to their journey.  The fortress of Listcairn had just passed beneath them and the Palacintas loomed larger than ever ahead of them.  In a few moments more they would be over the land of Medyrsalve and safety. Well safety provided they could get on the ground.  The conundrum vexed Niarmit.  They would need Chirard’s co-operation to land, but the Kinslayer was unlikely to give it, knowing that her first act once in a place of safety would be to remove the Helm and escape from both its Domain and his clutches.  However, the only counter threat she had to ensure his compliance was one of self-destruction by removing the Helm while far from the ground.
 
   If she could perhaps steer him towards one of the peaks of the Palacintas, then she might make the fall a smaller one.  The last harpy had survived its final tumble, though not the Kinslayer’s spell of immolation.  
 
   Though Chirard had control of her body, she was not sure which muscles he used to maintain or direct their flight.  She had been observing carefully, sensing the slight flexing of arm or leg  which had accompanied each change of speed or direction.  She tried now, a little nudge of assertion over a body which she had allowed Chirard to control.  They veered slightly to the right. Could she change the direction without Chirard realising it?
 
   “What are you doing, Thren-spawn bitch?”
 
   Apparently not.
 
   “There will be no trickery here, scion of a traitor, of a long line of traitors,” Chirard spat and they shot higher upwards, the detail in the ground disappearing from view. She could feel the cold intensifying at the greater altitude.  Kaylan on her back would have no better protection than she. “This stalemate will soon come to an end bitch and you will have to choose between death and my demands.”
 
   “Your demands, Kinslayer?”  She tried a lighter tone.  “And what would they be?”
 
   “I have a plan, bitch. I have not been idle these last hours, as you seem to have been.  Would you like to hear it?”
 
   Niarmit shrugged on the gilded throne, trying to hide her own awareness of her parlous position.  She had to get back to Laviserve and to do so urgently.  She had been such a fool, leaving those she loved in such peril, but here she was. Her body was a thousand yards up in the air, her spirit entirely in the hands of the maddest of her ancestors.
 
   And then, in the midst of her anguish, her heart exploded.  
 
   Or at least it felt that way.  A burst of fire against her chest, a flaring heat so intense it stole her breath and set her nerves aflame.  She clutched at the spot.  The ankh, the ankh was hot within her hands.
 
   Without realising it she had taken her spirit hands from the Helm and was clutching her avatar’s chest, panting, oblivious to anything but the throbbing fire in the gem of the ankh, not daring to think what it might mean.
 
   She barely noticed that Chirard had risen from his throne, a thin smile upon his lips.  There was a rushing of wind in her ears, the scream of Kaylan on her back.  They were falling.  Chirard had broken the link to her body which his seat on the plain stone throne sustained. The power of flight was gone.  But he was approaching her on the gilded seat, intent on seizing again a much more direct control.
 
   And all she could do was gasp at the searing heat against her skin.
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
   Giseanne handed the baby Andros back to the nursemaid and turned to face the Deaconess.  
 
   Rhodra looked tired.  The halting limp had gone.  One had to look closely now to see any trace of the weakness which had afflicted her left side.  The hair, while still worn uncommonly short for a priestess, had grown enough length to be fashioned into a seemly and more even style.  Her figure too was filling out to once again approach the fuller proportions to which her vestments had been cut.  But still she looked tired, deep shadows beneath her eyes. 
 
   “And Mistress Elise,” Giseanne said.  “What of her?”
 
   “Your husband is most insistent about the Torpens Mentis juice, my Lady. He wants her mind too numbed for spell weaving. Bishop Sorenson and I have had sole charge of ensuring she is quite properly dosed and daily.”
 
   Giseanne nodded, thin lipped. “And how has she subjected to this indignity?”
 
   “She does protest, my Lady, but with the guards in attendance there is little she can do.  Her physical injuries are healed, but she faces a long incarceration before there is going to be an opportunity to send her into exile. Indeed, if ever.”
 
   “And she has had no opportunity to see the Princess?”
 
   Rhodra shook her head.  “The guards have been most particular on that point.  It was your husband’s clearest instruction.”
 
   Giseanne frowned.  “Rugan is so anxious to protect me from harm, I do believe love can quite blind a man to what stands before his very eyes.”
 
   “Yes, my Lady.” 
 
   The Lady Regent’s eyes suddenly widened in shock and she raised her hand before her face, gazing at the great sapphire embedded in her ring.  She wafted her over hand over it, not touching it, eyes half closing and then she opened them again.  “No!” she cried.
 
   “My Lady?” Rhodra reached out a hand to support Giseanne as the Lady Regent slumped into a nursing chair.
 
   “No,” Giseanne repeated.  “Not little Udecht!”
 
   
  
 

***
 
    In the Domain of the Helm, Niarmit’s spirit howled, finding an echo in the material plane as Kaylan and she both screamed aloud, their bodies plummeting with dizzying speed towards the rocky foothills of the Palacintas.
 
   As they fell the audience chamber in the Domain of the Helm remained rock steady and Chirard had his foot on the first step of dais reaching out two handed to seize the Helm from Niarmit’s head.
 
   “Your Majesties!” a thin voice called with the tremor of one unused to issuing commands.  
 
   Chirard was swayed for a moment, his face turned to the Steward who had entered by the far passage.  Niarmit, half blind with pain, saw little of what followed.  A figure barrelling through the near passage, knocking down the robed Kinslayer.  Then, as Chirard’s head turned, the figure delivered a fearsome punch that wrought a double crack of fist on chin and head on stone step and the Kinslayer lolled insensible on the floor. 
 
   “Never met a mage yet, as didn’t have a glass jaw,” King Gregor said rising to his feet and shaking his hand.
 
   “Your Majesties,” Santos pleaded.  “We have not much time, his other Majesty will not sleep for long.”
 
   “Falling,” Niarmit gasped at last. “We’re falling.”
 
   Another man, slightly built and dark haired stepped past Santos and slipped into one of the vacant thrones.  “Give me your hands, girl!” he commanded in a voice that reminded her of the dead servant Fenwell.
 
   Niarmit felt him take command of her body, and she let him.  There was nothing else she could do as she and Kaylan spiralled headfirst earthwards, the thief clinging to her back now, the ground rushing up towards them for a terminal embrace.
 
   Her fingers moved in a delicate gesture, its intricacies hampered by the rushing wind of their fall, and then they were slowing.  A lurch of her stomach told of the fierce deceleration and suddenly their positions were reversed as Kaylan shot past her, pulling her body round, his scrambling fingers sliding down her waist and legs, until he was clinging two handed to her ankles.  She looked down past him to the snow covered rocks.  She had lost all sense of speed, they seemed to be crawling down now, yet still the distance between them and the ground was being eaten up at an alarming rate.
 
   She let her concentration shift back to the Domain of the Helm.  The newcomer was still sitting on his chosen throne, lips compressed into a thin pale line, his brow sweat speckled with concentration in a visage that did not bring confidence all was going as it needed to.
 
   To the left Gregor was wrapping thick rough-hewn ropes around the unconscious form of Chirard, while Santos wailed, “Your Majesty, those will not hold his other Majesty.  When he awakes he will just dispel them.”
 
   “It took me ages to imagine these bloody ropes,” Gregor swore.  “We’ll just have to make sure the bastard doesn’t wake up!”  He gave the slumbering wizard another crunching haymaker.
 
   “How deep do you think that snow is?”  The newcomer asked, through gritted teeth.  Niarmit placed his accent, the twang of the Eastern lands.
 
   She let her gaze refocus in the material world where she and Kaylan were falling in a human daisy chain to Earth.  Slowed as they had been, the cliffs were flying past at quite a rate and beneath her feet she could see the patch of snow between bare rocks that the newcomer was aiming for.  Would it be deep, or would it be an inch thick crust of whiteness on a block of granite beneath?
 
   “Get ready to roll, Kaylan,” she shouted down at the thief clinging to her ankles.
 
   It was more than an inch, but less than they needed.  Kaylan crashed through the snow first, knees buckling as he hit the rock beneath, then he crumpled with the burden of Niarmit’s weight landing atop him.  She felt the winding violence of the forces that arrested her motion, and knew the same magnitude of bludgeoning blows would have been felt by the thief crushed beneath her.
 
   She rolled off him, wheezing for breath.  The drift was little more than three feet deep, enough to seriously hinder movement across ground but not quite sufficient to cushion a fall from so precipitous a height.   
 
   “Kaylan!” she called.
 
   The thief groaned in reply.  Groaning was good.  Dead men don’t groan.  “My leg, my Lady. I think it is broken, I think they both are.”
 
   “Oh shit!”
 
   Niarmit looked across the frozen landscape.  They had landed on the lower slopes of the Palacintas, a little south of the Eastway.   On the far side of the river Saeth, the towers of Listcairn stretched skywards.  Dotted across the plain inbetween were the dispersed tents of the diverse tribes of orcs in Maelgrum’s service.  She squinted against the blinding whiteness of the snow and saw some movement in the nearest tents, heard the howl of a wolf.
 
   “Oh crap!”
 
   She shifted her focus to the Domain of the Helm, where her father’s new found companion was rising from his throne.  “You are well, I see,” he said.  “The spell of feather falling is one all wearers of the Helm should know.  Falling from a great height is one of the few dangers that its dweomer does not protect you from.”  Again that Eastern twang.
 
   “Thank you, and forgive my impertinence but I have need of further succour, your Majesty,” she bowed her head to a man she knew could only be one of her royal forebears, despite his unprepossessing appearance.
 
   The slight man waved her courtesy aside.  “No need for such formality, Niarmit.  My name is Thren, Thren the seventh, if ever you should need to make a distinction between those who bear the name.”
 
   “Then you are my?”  She wrinkled her forehead as she tried to retrace the family trees she had seen in the history books which her tutor had imposed on her.
 
   “Don’t try to work it out, girl,” Gregor growled from the floor, where he sat upon Chirard’s frame.  “It would take a genealogist several hours to unravel the connection, hours we don’t have.  You must leave this place before this bastard comes round.”  He gave the unconscious Kinslayer another cracking blow.
 
   “Your father is right,” Thren said more mildly.  “We were fortunate.  Santos summoned us and the concentration Chirard had on you and his task, meant we could for once, just once, surprise him.  But we, who arrived in this place after him, will never have the power to subdue him entirely.  You must leave.”
 
   “But what of you, where will you go?”
 
   “There are safe places in this realm, recesses that Chirard’s power cannot reach,” her ancestor assured her.
 
   “Take Santos with you,” she said.
 
   “My place is here,” the servant insisted.  “I must serve all their Majesties, and accept punishment whenever and wherever I fail them.”
 
   “Don’t be an arse, Santos,” Gregor muttered.  “Come with us.”
 
   Suddenly Chirard erupted from the floor with a cry of rage.  Niarmit saw he had been feigning the last few moments of unconsciousness, recovering his strength and finding his moment and now the Kinslayer struck. Gregor was flung awkwardly across one of the stone thrones.  Santos wailed and ran.  Thren summoned a gleaming disc of multi-coloured light which splintered as Chirard bombarded it with a stream of glowing missiles from his finger-tips.
 
   “Flee, girl,” Gregor cried out.
 
   In that instant, Chirard saw the danger, he turned and lunged towards Niarmit reaching for the Helm.  In that instant, Niarmit lifted it from her head and she was back entirely body and soul in the material world, next to a shivering Kaylan, assailed not just by cold but by the shock of jarred and broken bones.
 
    There were black specks moving at the nearest orc encampment.  She glanced round at the mountainside looming behind her.  Steep slopes and sheer cliffs, hard enough to climb alone and on foot, still less with an injured companion and baying wolves at your heels. 
 
   “Come on Kaylan,” she urged.  “We’ve got to move.” She pulled the holy crescent from around her neck.  She was tired and cold, and broken limbs took so much healing.
 
   Then she saw it and blinked in surprise.  She had seen its like once before.  A disembodied eyeball hovering inches above the snow about six foot away.  It looked at her with a steady stare.  Then it moved closer, rising up to stare into her face.  She caught it in her hand.  There was a tug as it tried to move, but she held it close and called into its unblinking orb.  “Send someone, Thom, send someone.  Kaylan is here.  He is hurt. The orcs are coming.”   She tried to speak slowly, to emphasis her words through the shape of her mouth.  She knew he could not hear her, but hoped he would sense her urgency.
 
   “Look my Lady,” Kaylan murmured, pointing a trembling finger. “Look!”
 
   She followed his gaze to an outcrop of rock half a mile further North and East. The crag stuck out boldly from the surrounding mountains and atop it there blazed a bright lilac light, a light that moved and swung down the mountainside.
 
   “Tordil,” she wept.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “What does it mean, Governor?” 
 
   Odestus and Vesten stood atop the tower of Listcairn gazing East.  The wizard was not in a loquacious mood, so the secretary prodded him further, in search of some understanding.
 
   “Winged ladies falling to their deaths in the forest of Kilsrek, Orcs reporting that two wingless creatures fell from the sky onto the rocks of the Palacintas, and that the enemy ventured forth to retrieve the bodies.  It is a time of strange and miraculous things.  What says our Master to it all?”
 
   “Our Master is unhappy, Vesten, and the ripples of his spreading discontent are waves that may yet swamp all our lives.” Odestus thumped his gauntleted hands together.  “I wish those orcs had seized the bodies first.   Then we would have some news which might stem the flow of anguish from our Master’s mind.”
 
   “Who were they, Governor?”
 
   “Thieves, Vesten.  Thieves already condemned to death who had escaped his wrath and stolen from him.”  He sighed.  “We will know in time for sure what their fate was, but the waiting for certainty will not ease the Master’s mood one jot.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Sir Ambrose stood over her all solicitous as Niarmit slumped onto the camp bed in her old tent. The brazier which the knight’s men had brought in was already radiating a heat to chill her frozen bones.  A tin bath had been brought and half filled with precious hot water.  There was a bowl of broth and the hunk of bread on the table where they had oh so long ago been planning a counter strike after the victory in the Gap of Tandar.  The knight’s servant had draped a selection of fresh clothes across the back of a chair. 
 
   “I’m sorry we have no one fit to attend on you, your Majesty, but I hope these arrangements will meet your needs.  The guards are outside. I will not be far away, awaiting your call.”
 
   “Kaylan?” Niarmit framed a one word question riddled with exhaustion.
 
   “Prior Abroath is with him.  Tordil too.  They will both want to speak with you I am sure.  But you must rest, your Majesty.”
 
   “Horses? Get horses ready.”
 
   Ambrose shook his great head. “No your Majesty, you are in no fit state to travel.”
 
   She pushed herself up from the bed, reaching up to seize the collar of Ambrose’s cloak.  “Horses, Sir Ambrose.  Horses, now!  I leave as soon as they can be made ready.”
 
   They stood thus, the giant knight and the exhausted Queen.  Then Ambrose dipped his chin in a nod of acknowledgement.  “As your Majesty commands, but please rest in the interval.” 
 
   Alone again, Niarmit sat back heavily on the bed and tried to rub the weariness from her eyes.  The bath was beckoning like a siren and she had not felt clean in days.  The gently steaming water promised to re-invigorate as much as to wash away the filth of her captivity at Maelgrum’s hands. 
 
   She stripped off the thin torn shirt and the ragged breeches and knelt gingerly in the warm water.  The Ankh still hung on its chain against her chest, next to her golden crescent symbol.  The fierce heat was gone, with no more lasting damage than a reddening of the skin below her throat. The central gem, which had been white now showed a tiny bead of pink growing in its centre.  Niarmit felt suddenly weighed down with weary sorrow. Udecht was gone.   Another victim in the long line of victims who had bought her salvation with their own lives.  A line that had begun with her mother’s death in childbirth, continued by her father Matteus at Bledrag field, and then so many since.  How could she ever be worthy of so much sacrifice? 
 
   She splashed the water over herself, too tired to do much more than scrape the surface grime away.  There was a cough outside the tent and Tordil’s voice begged admittance.
 
   “A moment, Captain if you please.”   She rose from the bath and dabbed herself dry with a rough woollen blanket.  “I am not dressed,” she told the unseen waiting elf.
 
   “I beg your pardon your Majesty.” The elf’s voice crawled with embarrassment. 
 
   Niarmit sat on the bed and quickly pulled on a linen tunic and a fresh pair of breeches.  She was threading her arms through a heavy woollen jacket as she urged Tordil to enter.
 
   The elf was grinning with delight as he shouldered his way past the tent flap.  “Great joy, your Majesty, what a triumph and so unlooked for.”  He glanced at the far end of the table where the Helm sat brooding and shook his head in wonderment.  “I had never thought to see that artefact again and yet you have retrieved it.  To steal such a treasure from beneath the Dark Lord’s nose not just once but twice is surely a sign of the Goddess’s great favour.” He paused, lips pursed as he tried to frame his next thought into words.  “Is this favour not also a clear sign that the Goddess means you to use the Helm, to wield it as the weapon Feyril always believed it to be?”  
 
   He shook his head in disbelieving admiration.  “The sentries were clear what they saw, young Thom as well.  They saw you flying, flying through the power of the Helm.” The elf spread his arms wide yet still found their span insufficient to quantify the scale of her achievement. He paced the canvas enclosure.  “To master the trick of flight! Truly this is an artefact of miracles and today methinks I have seen near all of them.”
 
   Niarmit thought but could not speak of the dangers of the Helm.  “Kaylan’s two broken legs do not speak to me of miracles or mastery, Captain,” was the only observation she found could pass her lips.  “How is he?”
 
   “Abroath has made him comfortable. He had other wounds as well but they are healing now.  He spoke little of sense so I am all agog to hear your Majesty’s tale.”  He looked down at her, bright eyed with curiosity.  “When last we heard, your Majesty was travelling to Nordsalve. By what route you came to retrieve the Helm I cannot guess.”
 
   “By treachery, Tordil,” she told him plain.  “We were betrayed. We are betrayed.  Our journey to Nordsalve was known of and we were ambushed. It seems the Dark Lord has been my puppet master all along.  Not just anticipating but dictating my every move.”
 
   Tordil’s face coloured with fury.  “Who, your Majesty, who has betrayed us to Maelgrum?”
 
   Before she could find the breath for an answer, Ambrose returned with a cough.  “The horses are ready, Your Majesty, but I would earnestly counsel, you do not go.  You are too fatigued to ride today. You will like as not fall and do yourself more grievous injury than a tumble onto the rocks of the Palacintas.”
 
   Niarmit thrust herself upright.  “I am going, Sir Ambrose.  I have been blind for too long to a danger lurking at Laviserve.”  The sudden movement made her lightheaded, days of pain without food or rest abruptly caught up with her and Tordil had to catch her arm to save her from falling.
 
   “You are not fit, your Majesty,” Ambrose cried.  “You can barely stand, let alone ride.”
 
   Niarmit fell against Tordil’s chest, hearing the slow steady beat of his untiring elven heart.  The elf Captain wrapped his arms around the Queen to steady her.
 
   “Take me there, Tordil,” she said.  “Tie me to your horse if you have to, but take me to Laviserve, now.  I command it!”   
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Haselrig was sweating but for once it was with exertion rather than fear.   The outlander guard and the frightened child stood by the hand cart watching him as he placed a final rock on the pile and stepped back to view his work.  They didn’t understand, and that was no surprise.  Haselrig didn’t really understand himself.  
 
   For two days he had skulked in his library waiting to be summoned, waiting his turn to face the inevitable retribution.  His star was fallen so low that Rondol did not even think him worth tormenting, or perhaps the red bearded bastard was being kept busy re-weaving the Master’s plans after the disaster of the dragon. 
 
   But in two days nothing had happened.  Venturing from his book lined bolt hole, Haselrig had found that the orcs and the outlanders still graced him with some small marks of deference.  They stopped to let him past, they turned when he called, but they leaked little by way of information.  The antiquary knew not what fresh purpose the Master was pursuing, but he dared not ask the lackeys and the corridor guards.  Seeking information from them would only reveal how far he was from Maelgrum’s fragile and mutable circle of trust.
 
   So he had strolled the citadel passages maintaining an illusion of importance until the one question he had risked asking took him beyond the walls of Morwencairn.  He had walked round to the Western foot of the crag of rock on which the city stood.  The smell had been indescribable, where all the ordure and rubbish of the castle had been discarded, tumbling from hundreds of feet above.  
 
   There Haselrig had found him, lodged in a crevice some little way up the granite cliff.  It had not been an easy climb to reach up and dislodge the Bishop’s body.  It had not been the fall which had killed him. Maelgrum was too cruel to punish betrayal so lightly.  
 
   Haselrig had carried the spare form of the Bishop as far from that place as he could, and covered it in his cloak while he summoned the assistance of the outlander guard and the child with a handcart.
 
   It was not a dignified funeral procession and they had not travelled as far as Haselrig would have liked.  The winter Sun gave too few hours of daylight and the road was rutted with icy tracks, but they made it to the low rise south of the Nevers river.   From here one could look back on the city atop its granite plug and see, through half closed eyes, a fortress unchanged from the time of the Salved Empire’s pomp and majesty.
 
   The rocks had been hard to find, and the ground was too frozen to dig.  But between them they had found enough stones. Haselrig had taken off the Bishop’s blood soaked robes and draped his own cloak over Udecht’s thinned body.  The work had kept him warm as they had piled the rocks up, but now as he surveyed the paltry monument, he was shivering with the sweat that froze on his skin.
 
   He gripped Udecht’s robe in his fist, hearing the dried rusty stains crack.  Then he flung the garment over his shoulder and stretched out his hand for the outlander’s knife.  As the two puzzled mourners watched, Haselrig carefully carved a crescent shape into the largest stone atop the pyre and beneath that he etched a letter U.  It was the simplest of memorials but, as Haselrig had once been taught so long ago, the grandeur of the monument was no indication of the greatness of the spirit or the depth of the Goddess’s love.
 
   And there they left him.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   “You are sure about this?” Quintala asked.
 
   Kimbolt gulped back his fear.  “Just get me in there Quintala, let me speak, make sure I get to finish.”
 
   “You are going to cause quite a stir, Captain.  Are you sure you want such a public forum?”
 
   “It is safest that way, too many witnesses to silence.”
 
   “Some might say too many people in harm’s way,” the Seneschal chided lightly.
 
   “Come Quintala, this is no time for cold feet.  You start to sound like your brother!”
 
   The half-elf’s eyebrows shot up at the poor taste of Kimbolt’s meagre jest.  He clapped her on the arm by way of apology.  “Let’s go.  The meeting of the Council awaits us.”
 
   She glowered back at him.  “This may not end well, Captain.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Odestus rubbed his temple with his finger trying to erase the lingering pain of his last mental conference with the Master.  A never pleasant experience had grown more sickening as a rare uncertainty plagued Maelgrum’s thinking.  To share in the malevolence that was the undead wizard’s mind, to let him rummage in one’s head poking fingers in one’s private thoughts, was discomfort enough.  But to have his will backing and filling like a ship in a gale was profoundly disorientating.  
 
   The Master wanted answers and he was looking everywhere for them.  He particularly wanted to know of the sky fallers, the pair who had tumbled to earth within sight of Listcairn.  What had been their fate? Where were their bodies?
 
   Odestus slid back his sleeves and raised his hands to cast a spell once more upon the patch of wall behind the tapestry.  As the palm sized opening in the fabric of space began to open again, he glanced across at Dema’s shrouded form.  
 
   “You defied him my dear, may be it is time I did too.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Giseanne surveyed a council chamber that was more crowded than usual.  When the others had heard of the Captain’s attendance they had insisted as a matter of courtesy that their own advisers should also be present.  On the Eastern side of the chamber Kimbolt sat with Quintala representing, in Niarmit’s name, the fallen province of Undersalve.  A place to which, as far as Giseanne knew, neither of them had ever been.
 
   Opposite them were the contingent from Oostsalve. Leniot and his man Sir Vahnce at least were trying to look serious.  Tybert however had been whispering some humorous aside to the painted trollop he called a spiritual adviser.  The Lord of Oostsalve suddenly stiffened.   The initial look of surprise on his sparsely bearded face quickly turned to a lascivious grin, which had Giseanne checking the whereabouts of the Lady Maia’s hands and her feet.
 
     Sorenson and Merlow were to the South, in front of the double doors.  The thin ascetic curate sat with such stiff-backed self-assurance one might almost think it was he rather than Giseanne who was chairing the meeting.  His clerical superior, by contrast was leaning forward, hands cupping his chin, elbows resting on his knees a picture of weariness.
 
   At her side Rugan harrumphed his displeasure at the augmented gathering, muttering beneath his breath about harlots and hangers on.
 
   The door opened just wide enough to admit Rhodra.  The Deaconess’s eyes were shadowed but her smile was bright and she managed the briefest of nods at Giseanne before she took a seat at the Regent’s left side.  Giseanne felt her heart lift for the first time in the two days since the ring had told of the death of her last and dearest brother.   
 
   Their company complete, she turned to Quintala with a courteous dip of her head.  “Seneschal, you said that urgent matters of state had come to light which needed to be shared with the whole council.”
 
   “Indeed I did, Lady Regent, but it is the Captain here who has pieced this story together.  With the council’s permission, I would have him tell it.”
 
   As Kimbolt took to his feet, Rugan growled, “what a pass this is when traitors and turncoats have the floor!”
 
   Giseanne saw the pink spots of anger flowering on the Captain’s cheeks and she reached out to her husband, drawing his grudging silence with a pat of her hand on his arm.  “Speak, Captain Kimbolt. We value your insights,” she said.
 
   Kimbolt blew out a long breath surveying the circle of delegates.  “The tale I have is a sorry one, Lady Regent.  We all know of poor Hepdida’s illness, so like the one that claimed your own dear father King Bulveld.   Some of us are also aware of a particular artefact of the enemy’s, a black medallion which all his servants have.  By this means his agents are kept in constant communication with him, both to receive his orders and to feed him information.  
 
   “Before this latest setback, Hepdida was recovering well. Her memory was returning and we began to understand a little more of what had happened to her.”
 
   “Understand?  The girl was ill,” Rugan snorted.
 
   “Not ill, my Lord Prince, she had been cursed a sorcerer’s curse.”
 
   “You mean Mistress Elise was poisoning her with magic,” Tybert spluttered.  When Kimbolt turned on him with eye-rolling disdain, the lord of Oostslave glared about him for support.  “Well, she is a sorceress, that is proven is it not? There is no doubt on that score?”
 
   “Elise was healing the Princess.  She arrived after the curse had been bestowed.”  Kimbolt stripped the lord of his argument.  “Aye she was and is a sorceress, but that only made her understand the illness more.  She knew it for the curse it was, a curse she had herself endured, and she alone had the power to entirely lift it.”
 
   “But Captain,” Sir Vahnce interjected.  “If the Princess’s ailment is in fact a curse from the forbidden art of wizardry, what was it that befell the good King Bulveld?”
 
   “The self-same curse.”
 
   Giseanne had to admit that the Captain had their attention with that.
 
   “You mean a second sorcerer attended at King Bulveld’s confinement?” Sorenson, despite his evident fatigue, was following Kimbolt’s line of reasoning with a sharp mind.  “Two evil mages at work.”
 
   “No, your reverence, just one.  One bestower of curses.  One betrayer of kings.  One servant of Maelgrum.”  In the hush that followed, Kimbolt held up his hand to show an incomplete circle of finger and thumb.  “Hepdida told myself and Mistress Elise, of a black medallion she had found in the forest just before she fell ill.  That is the mark of Maelgrum, and the traitor who bore it is the one who made her ill and who had most to lose by the recovery she had so nearly completed.”
 
   “Where is this medallion then?” Merlow demanded.  “Let us deal in facts and objects, not mere supposition.”
 
   Sorenson waved his curate silent.  “You are saying then, that the girl’s relapse was no accident.  That she was cursed again to buy her silence.”
 
   “Aye your reverence, to buy her silence with her life.  A crime I hope we are in time to stop, before the curse destroys her entirely as it did so nearly kill Mistress Elise.”
 
   “And who cursed Mistress Elise?”  Tybert snorted, turning to the fawning Lady Maia for admiration of his perceptive interjection.  The rest ignored his contribution.
 
   Rugan scowled, his chin on his hands.  “There is no medallion Captain, for you to show to us.” He frowned.  “The girl cannot speak for herself. Mistress Elise is a condemned criminal, while you yourself have at best a chequered recent past.  These are thin and insubstantial foundations on which to build such a delicate if ugly story.”
 
   “Hepdida’s sickness is not the only crime or treachery that has come to pass in your house, Prince Rugan.”  Kimbolt’s voice had hardened with the half-elf’s scepticism.
 
   “On that at least we may agree, Captain,” Rugan exclaimed.  “But the curse which cut down my poor grand-mother was pure traitor’s steel.  No matter what, the good Deaconess may say, I am sure the assassin came from within my walls and I doubt very much that they have strayed far from them since.”
 
   Giseanne saw Kimbolt nod at her husband’s words, a certain admiration shaded the Captain’s expression as he chose his next words with care.  “The question, Prince Rugan, is who had the benefit from Lady Kychelle’s death?”
 
   “Explain!”
 
   “The Lady Kychelle had just agreed to allow the Silverwood to lend its support to our cause.  Her death was most timely for the enemy, for Maelgrum.  The entirely predictable response of Steward Marvenna was to increase the Silverwood’s isolation rather than relax it.  In so doing it kept a wedge between ourselves and Nordsalve.”
 
   Kimbolt paused to draw a breath, circling steadily, assessing the impact of his words.  “Kychelle’s murder was wrought by an agent of Maelgrum, a traitor serving the Dark Lord’s interests.  Hepdida’s illness served the same end, keeping Niarmit here away from endangered Nordsalve.  Hepdida’s death would protect that traitor with the permanence of her silence.”
 
   “But Captain,” Sir Vahnce interrupted.  “Kychelle was murdered before any of us knew of her reconciliation with the Lady Niarmit and her relaxation of her stance on the Silverwood.  When she died, no one could have known her death would so neatly serve the Dark Lord’s interests.”
 
   A wry smile played across Kimbolt’s lips.  At her side, Giseanne felt her husband tense within his throne.  “That is not entirely true, the Lady Kychelle had given advance warning of her intention to a few, a very select few, just hours before she died.”
 
   Giseanne at last saw the direction that the Captain’s reasoning had taken him.  Her hand flew to her mouth as Rugan shot to his feet beside her.  Her husband was quick, but his sister was quicker.
 
   Rugan got the first syllable of angry rebuttal out, hands raised in fury, before the Seneschal’s spell of holding struck.
 
   “What is the meaning of this, Captain,” Giseanne exclaimed as the room erupted in a hubbub of chatter and Tybert slid into hiding behind the Lady Maia.
 
   “It is a dire story my Lady.  I am sorry you had to hear it, but your husband is a traitor.”  Kimbolt tried to take her hands in his, but she shook him off.  
 
   Someone was shouting for the guards, but Quintala’s gentle lilt bid them be still.
 
   “Think my Lady,” Kimbolt urged as Giseanne wrapped her arms around her frozen husband, only the eyes moving furiously within his face.  “He was with King Bulveld all the time you were. How better placed could he be to administer the curse that killed your father.  Who else but he could move so freely and unseen about this palace, to strike down Kychelle in the Nursery and Hepdida in her sick chamber.    Why else, when she had him at his mercy by the side of the Saeth, did Dema stay her hand and let him live?”
 
   Giseanne was shaking her head.  “Kimbolt, you speak madness, this is the man who has loved me always, who has loved my child.  Rugan is no traitor.”
 
   “Hepdida knows the truth of it,” Kimbolt said.  “She can tell all, or will as soon as Mistress Elise is released to tend to her and she has sufficient time to let her memories return to her.  Surely the greatest condemnation of your husband is that he would let the girl die, his only means to guarantee her silence.”
 
   “I had no part in that decision,” Giseanne asserted with a flick of her head.
 
   “Then let Elise be released, let Hepdida be cured this instant.”
 
   “It is already done,” she told him, enjoying a split second of pleasure in the midst of this nightmare.  “The Bishop and the Deaconess have been working night and day to keep the sickness at bay.”
 
   She savoured his stunned expression as the clerics confirmed her words with brief nods and tired eyes.  “They have also been feeding Mistress Elise a harmless mixture of crushed berries at my command.  I fancy the dose of mind numbing juice that she was first given will have worn off by now and she should once more be able to administer her cure to the Princess Hepdida.”
 
   “That is so, my Lady,” Rhodra confirmed.  “I have just now left the Mistress Elise with Hepdida.  Though, as we know, the young lady’s memories may take a few days to reassemble.”
 
   “So you knew…” Kimbolt began.
 
   Giseanne jabbed a finger towards the Captain’s chest.  “No! Do not presume I am your witness in this affair or that my actions speak against my husband in your monstrous story, Captain Kimbolt.  I believe Rugan made an error of judgement, nothing more sinister.  And I am sure he did so only to protect me from further pain.  Just because I found a way to defy his wishes in this, does not mean I think him a traitor.  Let us wait for Hepdida’s recovery and let us hear what she has to say as to who cursed her.”
 
   Kimbolt bowed his head.  “Of course, my lady, but in the meantime, I would urge that the Prince is confined securely.  Only you as Regent would have authority to do so.”
 
   “You would have me lock my husband up? in his own palace?”  She accompanied the question with a steeply arched eyebrow.
 
   Whether it was Rugan’s fury or a weakness in Quintala’s spell, Giseanne could not tell, but suddenly her husband rolled free, his fingers working frantically in an enchantment.
 
   Again his sister beat him to the mark with a searing bolt of lightning that scorched the floor, the Prince just dodging clear.  There were screams from the delegates.  Sir Vahnce had pushed Leniot down and stood over him.  Tybert and Maia cowered together.  
 
   Rugan’s counterspell, a tongue of fire which Quintala quenched with a watershield, had even Merlow sacrificing his ecclesiastical dignity in the rush for the uncertain protection of a hanging tapestry. 
 
   Steam filled the room as Kimbolt dragged Giseanne down.  “Do you not see now, my Lady?  He is condemned by his own actions.” 
 
   “No,” she cried.  “I will not credit it.”
 
   And then the sound and commotion was sundered by an unlooked for voice and a lilac flame as Niarmit commanded, “hold still all of you, in the Queen’s name, in my name!”
 
   And all was still, and the steam condensed to water on the walls and floor and through it all she saw Niarmit, standing tall, Tordil at her side, and in her hand come hot from Maelgrum’s hall was the Great Helm of Eadran the Vanquisher.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Kimbolt stumbled to his feet with a hasty, “Your Majesty.”  She was certainly majestic, face fierce, eyes blazing as she scanned the room.  The half-elven siblings faced each other across the room, hands raised for another invocation, not daring to glance aside beyond the slight deference of a nod towards the Queen.  
 
   The rest of the gathering emerged hesitantly from cover.  
 
   Tybert broke the silence with a languid query, “was Nordsalve not to your taste, Lady Niarmit? Too cold perhaps?”
 
   The Queen ignored him, but Tordil gave the foolish lord a curdling look of loathing.
 
   “How is Hepdida?” Niarmit asked Kimbolt.
 
   “She is well, your Majesty,” Rhodra offered.  
 
   “The Princess had a relapse, but Elise is with her now to see her mended,” Giseanne added.
 
   “There will be no further relapses,” Kimbolt promised grimly.
 
   “Oh,” Niarmit stepped into the centre of the room.  “I am glad to hear that Captain, but how can you be so sure, and what uncivil argument have I interrupted here?”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Giseanne began.  “Captain Kimbolt has accused my husband of being a traitor.”
 
   “He is exactly that, your Majesty, condemned by evidence and his own perfidious actions.”
 
   Niarmit nodded thoughtfully, scanning around the assembled company.   “Spell casting indoors is such an unpredictable business.” She looked at the half-elves each poised to launch another spell.  “Perhaps, Quintala, you might relax your stance.”
 
   The Seneschal gave her a quick smile.  “Forgive me your Majesty, but I would do so just as soon as my brother first lowers, his hands. Not a moment sooner.”
 
   “So you can launch another lightning bolt at me, bitch,” Rugan spat.  “Think again.”
 
   Kimbolt tried to gesture at Tordil, signalling him to bind Rugan in some magical snare, but the tall elf was oblivious either to his message or its meaning.  The fruitless efforts to catch his attention, meant the Captain heard too late the Queen’s question, “what is this evidence then, Kimbolt?”  So it was Giseanne who launched into an answer.
 
   “The Captain thinks my husband cursed both Hepdida and King Bulveld with a hideous wasting sickness.”
 
   “He was there both times,” Kimbolt interrupted.
 
   “I want to know who cursed Mistress Elise,” Tybert called out, but then fell abruptly silent when Tordil took half a step towards him.
 
   “The bastard turncoat would also have you believe I murdered my own grandmother,” Rugan growled.  “All to stop poor Kychelle rallying the Silverwood into overt resistance to Maelgrum.”
 
   “Who else would have the knowledge to move with sufficient freedom about the palace for such murder and treachery?”  Kimbolt retorted.
 
   “It is a scarcely credible story,” Niarmit agreed.  “But I think Lord Tybert had the right question to be asking.”
 
   “Really?” In a room full of surprised people, Tybert was the most astonished of them all.
 
   “Tell me Captain, when did Elise fall ill?”
 
   Kimbolt did the subtraction out loud.  “She is twenty nine now, she was twelve when she fell ill, her sister nine.  That would make it seventeen years ago.”
 
   “What else happened seventeen years ago, Lady Giseanne?”
 
   “My brother Xander disappeared without trace, him and the antiquary Haselrig, on the same night and also there was a guard from the citadel dungeons left his post.”
 
   “Elise’s father left them,” Kimbolt had been puzzled at Niarmit’s questioning, but was suddenly swept up by seeing a link in the chain she was assembling.  “She and her sister were ill, he told their mother he would take care of it, but he never came back.”
 
   Giseanne was nodding, “I remember the name now, Marius. Father said he had a family.”
 
   “The night that Xander and Haselrig disappeared, was the night that Maelgrum was released from his prison.” Niarmit said.  “A spell that required the combined effort of three traitors. Haselrig played the priest, Xander played the prince of royal blood, but they also needed a mage.”
 
   “And you think this Marius played the part of the Mage?”  Sorenson suggested.
 
   Niarmit shook her head.  “He was just a dupe, he provided the route in to the hidden halls where Maelgrum’s prison had been sealed.  What fate befell him I cannot tell, but I hope it was quick. But how would you tempt a man, with two daughters, into treachery?”
 
   “They were sick?”
 
   “They were cursed, Kimbolt, cursed by the same hand that cursed Hepdida, that cursed Bulveld, by the same mage who unlocked the gem and released Maelgrum back against us.  What would a father not do, if promised a cure for his sick children? There was only ever one piece to this puzzle, and I have been a fool not to have seen it.”
 
   “I don’t understand, your Majesty.  Are you saying Rugan was the agent of Maelgrum’s release?”
 
   “I wasn’t there then,” Rugan growled.  “It is well known.  I had no word or meeting with King Bulveld nor strayed beyond my Province for ten long years.  Between his rejection of my cousin’s bid for the throne of Undersalve full eighteen years ago and my marriage to his daughter a decade after that, I had no part in any of it.  Not Xander’s disappearance, not Maelgrum’s release not the curse on the sorceress and her sister.”
 
   Niarmit murmured to the Seneschal, so softly that Kimbolt barely heard it, “tell me Quintala, have you ever given me any good advice?”
 
   The hairs on the back of Kimbolt’s neck rose up.  He saw the half-elf smile, that familiar self-deprecating smile.  “I have tried your Majesty,” she said.  “But I am known for my hot headed impetuosity, which is sometimes a bar to wisdom, quite the opposite of my brother here.”  She smiled, yes, but he saw the muscles stiffen in her casual stance, the tightening set to her jaw. Quintala?
 
   “Impetuous yes, always eager to drive a wedge between myself and your brother,” Niarmit said equably. “That might be just a little heated sibling rivalry perhaps.  But then there was the inordinate time it took you to guide us to your brother’s camp before the battle of the Saeth.”  The Queen stepped away and spread her arms.  “By the Goddess how hard could it be to find the Gap of Tandar, and yet we arrived only just in time for the battle.  And only then, because Tordil found a star to steer us by.”
 
   “Astronomy was one of the many studies I neglected in my youth, your Majesty.”
 
   “And who was it counselled we should ride still further south the following morning, in pursuit of zombies who were not there, who had already eluded us and gathered to attack Prince Rugan with overwhelming force.”
 
   Quintala shrugged, “so I am a poor general, your Majesty.  Let us be grateful that you were in command that day, not I.”
 
   “Indeed, Quintala, indeed, let us be grateful for that mercy.” Niarmit frowned.  “What of that poor caravan of refugees you and Jolander passed. How did they come to be discovered by the force of Undersalve and turned so timely into undead servants of the Dark Lord.  How could Galen have known they were there, there and so vulnerable?”
 
   The half-elf’s mouth twitched in a smile.  “A misfortune of war, your Majesty. There is no mystery in a pillaging army encountering a horde of fleeing souls.”  She drew a breath and with it her expression clouded in anger. ”Have you forgotten so quickly, your Majesty, how I saved your companions at the battle of the Saeth? How I urged the archers to strike down the zombie task masters?  Is rank ingratitude to always be the half-elf’s curse?” 
 
   “You played the part of one of us, Quintala, but never led in the giving of good advice.  Aye you would share it when you had no choice, when others had already pointed out the obvious.  But then there were the small nudges of ill counsel that you gave, always sought to distract and to divide as far as you dared, while still holding firm to your position at the heart of our affairs.”  Niarmit’s face was grim.   “I had thought Maelgrum a mind reader, that he should so often be able to anticipate our moves and confound our aims. But the truth is a simpler tale of the old human weakness of treachery.”
 
   “Treachery is it, your Majesty?” Quintala spat.  “What kind of treachery would have me riding like the wind to save you from a horde of Grundurg’s brethren by the side of the River Nevers.  When first we met, I was saving your life!”
 
   Niarmit nodded slowly.  “How came you there Quintala?  What hope or foolishness had you lead a mere score of lancers into a wholly occupied land?”
 
     The half-elf gave a disdainful sniff. “Where foolishness is concerned Majesty, I must bow to your greater wisdom.  I know not what trials you have endured, but I am sure I speak for all when I say they must have unseated your wits.”  Quintala stifled a sob as she added, “what greater foolishness can there be but this suspicion.”
 
   “Oh, aye you saved our lives, you and twenty lancers.  But what chance had brought you there?  When I fought Grundurg he said he was waiting, waiting for an old elf that his Master wanted to meet. Maelgrum had cast an orcish net to draw in Feyril.  He also spoke of Feyril eluding his pursuers. What servant could he have sent on a hunt to track down the Lord of Hershwood?” Niarmit paused by Quintala’s side as the half-elf kept a watchful eye on her glowering half-brother.  “Who were you looking for, when you happened upon me, Quintala? What betrayal was in your heart?”
 
   The Seneschal shook her head, a moistness on her eye.  “That is unkind, your Majesty.  There were several of your forbears spoke cruelly of me, my blood and my skills, but I had not thought to hear such words from you.  My service may have been imperfect, but it was whole hearted and loyal.”
 
   Niarmit turned away with a cry. “And so it appeared and that is why you were one of only four people who knew of Kychelle’s change of heart.  Tell me, Quintala when you went for that walk in the forest that afternoon, what instruction did your Master give you.  How eagerly did you strike your own Grandmother down?”  
 
   As the Seneschal shook her head, Kimbolt saw the Queen’s face darken with a rage he had never seen before.  “And Quintala, was it not you who bid me wait when first Mistress Elise came to us.  ‘An hour or so to make some enquiries will do the Princess no great harm’ those were your words, and yet a few seconds more delay and Hepdida would have driven a knife into her own heart.”
 
   The Seneschal was incredulous. “Oh come your Majesty, how could I have known that Bishop Sorenson would leave his cutlery within her grasp, or have realised what the Princess was contemplating?”
 
   “Because it was you who told me to!”  It was a small voice from a frail figure in the doorway, but Hepdida stood there, Elise by her side, an accusatory finger pointed at the half-elven Seneschal.  “It was you, Quintala, you in the forest when first I saw the medallion, you in my sleep urging me to kill myself, you stepping through that grey window casting a spell upon Elise and driving me back into madness. It was you Quintala, always you.”
 
   “Always,” Niarmit echoed.  “A part played with such conviction as to shame the greatest actors in the theatre.  But you were his agent from the moment of Maelgrum’s release.”
 
   The Seneschal laughed. “Oh my poor dear Niarmit,” she said.  “It was from long before that!”
 
   She was blindingly fast, Kimbolt had to concede.  The shoulder charge she gave Niarmit, bowled the Queen over.  Rugan’s long held spell went wide, arcing into the ceiling as the frightened company ducked again for the floor. Tordil, nervous of striking the Queen with a burst of mauve flame, had held his own attack and then had to duck as Quintala fired a bolt of lightning in his direction.  Then the traitor Seneschal was running for the door to the antechamber, as the stunned group gathered themselves from shelter.  
 
   Quintala poised in the doorway, arms raised and fingers flying as she summoned a crackling ball of lightning between her palms.  “Remember!” she cried as the blue sphere of lethal energy streaked across the room.
 
   Kimbolt pieced it together afterwards.  Of all the targets in the room that the traitor could have chosen, he would not have thought of that one.  But Niarmit had guessed, had worked out the Seneschal’s intent.  The Queen had jammed the Helm on her head in the same fluid motion as she stepped in front of the Lady Giseanne.  The lightning ball rebounded back along its path, crashing into the door that Quintala had just closed, bringing down doorway, lintel and not a little ceiling, in a shower of plaster and stone.
 
   When the dust settled, Kimbolt saw the Queen hastily removing the Helm with a look of some relief upon her face and Rugan kneeling before her.  “Your Majesty,” the half-elf said.
 
   “My Prince,” she replied, raising him up and pressing him into the arms of his shaken wife. 
 
   “She’ll get away!” Tordil was shouting by the door and Kimbolt followed at speed, the full flood of anger firing his limbs as he saw laid bare the myriad betrayals both great and small which Quintala had been guilty of.
 
   They had to double round the ruined masonry through a side passage to enter the antechamber and when they reached it, all they saw hanging in the air was a tall oval window into a dark black hall.  Kimbolt and Tordil had both been intent on running through it, but a terrible sense of foreboding turned their legs to lead, long before the Queen’s voice called them back. “Don’t! You do not know where it leads,” and then as they stood staring into an evil place, the window shrank to a dot and disappeared.
 
   “That was how she moved around,” Kimbolt said, shaking his head.  “No secret passages at all.”
 
   “No need for that, when the Master of the Planes has taught you his best tricks,” Tordil agreed.   
 
   
  
 

*** 
 
    “There is no sign of her, your Majesty,” Kimbolt said.  “Wherever it was she went, it was a long way away.”
 
   Niarmit was standing on the balcony of a fresh suite of rooms on the far side of the palace hugging herself.  She had washed the stains of travel away and her red hair tumbled loose across her shoulders.  The functional riding garb had been exchanged for a borrowed gown and a fur lined cloak guarded against the cold.  The crescent and the Ankh both hung around her neck, the Ankh’s gem again a glowing coral colour.
 
   “She went quickly,” Niarmit said.  “She could come back as fast.”
 
   “The half-breed witch would not dare.”
 
   “Maybe not her, but he would.  Her Master would send Quintala back here in a trice.  These gates can be opened wherever the caster has been before.  A skilled sorcerer can open a small window to spy through, and then enlarge it to strike through.  That is how she kept a watch on Hepdida’s sick room when Jolander thought she was scouting around the Lancers’ camp.  That is how she found out she had to silence Hepdida and Elise both. ”
 
   “There are guards on the doors and with Hepdida too. She is safe and sleeping now.”
 
   “I did not tell Hepdida this, I would not want to slow her recovery, but we are not safe in any place Quintala has seen.”
 
   “My parents kept a summer house by the sea in Oostsalve,” he said, trying to offer humour if not comfort to the Queen.  “I’m pretty sure they didn’t entertain any half-elves there, they were a little snobbish like that. We would be safe from Quintala there.”
 
   She smiled and his heart quickened to have wrought this slight easing of her mood. “I’d like to see that Captain, someday.” 
 
   “You have earned some respite your Majesty, earned it many times over.  If Prince Rugan can forgive the insult of my accusations, perhaps you could leave the cares of the realm with him for a while at least.”
 
   “Come, Kimbolt, the Goddess would prefer I had a realm to come back to.  Rugan would not be anyone’s first choice as my deputy,” again that smile.  “In the meantime the good Prince has his own forgiveness to beg and thanks to offer.  There were a lot of people fooled by his half-sister besides you, myself included.”
 
   “But he was the only one who never trusted her.”
 
   “He was blinded by his dislike, by the blame he laid at her door for his Mother and grandfather leaving this world.  In all that antipathy he let himself underestimate her, and that sin of omission cost him dear.  It cost him his grand-mother.”
 
   “It nearly cost him his wife as well, if you had not stepped in the way of Quintala’s spell.”  
 
   Niarmit shook her head.  Kimbolt thought her troubled by the memory of the acrid council chamber, the air heavy with the sulphurous scent of discharged magic.  “I’ve not seen you in a gown before, your Majesty,” he said anxious to distract her from painful thoughts.
 
   She looked down at herself, with a smile.  “Captain, I don’t think I’ve worn one, besides a priestess’s robes, in over five years.  It is just that in my itinerant life style I have left meagre stashes of clothing in so many different places, that my stock in Rugan’s palace is quite exhausted.  This is one of Lady Giseanne’s dresses, we are of a similar size and it is all she had to loan.”
 
   She twirled around and gave a mock curtsy.  
 
   “It is very becoming your Majesty, it makes you look more…” He stopped himself.
 
   “More Queenly, Captain?” she prompted.
 
   He flushed red and nodded a hasty acceptance of her substitution for the word ‘womanly’ which had been in his mind.  “It is most comely,” he hurried in search of a suitable compliment.  “The colour, it quite matches your..”
 
   She laughed. “Come captain, you mistake me for Hepdida, if you think that the idleness of fashion interests me at all.”  She looked down at herself again and lifted up the Ankh with its pink gem.  “This tracks her life now,” she said simply. “I haven’t told her yet that her father is dead, or what he did.”
 
   And suddenly she was crying, the laughter and the smiles were gone, and great tears rolled silently down her cheeks and her shoulders shook in supressed sobs.  He couldn’t do nothing. No man could do nothing in the face of such sorrow.  He reached out his arms to her and she fell into them, clinging to him like a shipwrecked sailor to a rock.
 
   His arms wavered uncertainly behind her, seeking out some place where the hands of a humble soldier could safely rest on the body of a Queen.  In the end his left hand settled on the small of her back and his right rested on her head, combing soothing strokes through her auburn hair.  She pressed her cheek against his chest, squeezing the breath from him with her arms.
 
   “There, your Majesty,” he mumbled platitudes of comfort.  “There, there.”  His shirt was wet with her tears.  “There is no weakness in crying, your Majesty.”
 
   “My name is Niarmit,” she sniffed.  “Hardly anyone calls me that anymore.”
 
   “No.. er.. yes,” he floundered.  “Yes Niarmit.”  It must have been the right answer for she squeezed a little harder at his use of her name.
 
   “There are things I have done, Kimbolt,” she told his sodden shirt in a halting broken voice.  “Things I have experienced, things I have survived, and when I look back at what I have endured and how, my legs just turn to jelly at the sheer shock of it.”
 
   “I know,” he said thickly.  “I know, Niarmit.”
 
   She looked up at him, no heavy sobs, or red eyed blubbing, just two steady green eyes, awash to the point of overflowing.  “I know you do, Kimbolt.”
 
   He held her closer. His left hand slid up her back, pressing against her shoulder blades, his right hand drifted down to stroke her cheek, a fruitless bid to wipe away her tears with his finger.
 
   She said something he couldn’t hear.
 
   “I’m sorry, your… I’m sorry Niarmit.”
 
   “I don’t want to sleep alone tonight,” she repeated.
 
   His finger ceased its brushing for a heartbeat, a long heartbeat.  “There will be guards posted.” He tried to hear a meaning he knew she had not intended.  “Quintala will not return.  You will be quite safe, Niarmit.”
 
   She looked up at him from within the circle of his arms and tapped his chest with her finger.  “I don’t want to sleep alone tonight, Kimbolt.”
 
   “I’d be happy to be your sentry, to stand the watch against the traitor,” he blustered.
 
   She shook her head.  He shook his.  “Your Majesty, Niarmit,” he looked anywhere but in those eyes.  “You know my past, what would people say? Please, think of what you are, of who you are.”
 
   “I don’t care,” she said.  “I don’t fucking care. Just for once, just for one night, I don’t want to have to care and I don’t want to sleep alone and I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   A dozen thoughts chased a score of emotions around his head, but no words came from his mouth.  He bent his back and scooped her up in his arms. He marvelled at how she seemed even lighter than that last time when he had carried her sleeping form to a cot in Hepdida’s chamber. But she was not sleeping this time.  Her arm was around his neck, her head rested on his shoulder, watching his face.  As he concentrated on negotiating the door, balancing on one foot to turn the handle with his boot, she reached up to caress his cheek, brushing her thumb across his lower lip.
 
   He stumbled through the door and pushed it shut with his back.  What would people say?  He didn’t fucking care, and he didn’t want to be alone either.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Giseanne watched her husband seated on the nursing chair, the little lording Andros in his arms.  The nurse maid had come twice to take the baby away and Rugan had both times, with the slightest shake of his head, sent her away.
 
   “Husband,” Giseanne said.
 
   Again he shook his head, more emphatic, bidding her silent.
 
   “You cannot blame yourself,” she urged.  “She deceived everyone.  I trusted her.  I thought I understood her.”
 
   “I thought I was cleverer than she,” he said thick voiced.  “I thought I had the measure of her, her rage, her immaturity.  I thought her a child, I could outwit, even at the end, even at the very end.”  He held the baby tight, running a hand smoothly over its pale head, while it stared up at him with unblinking admiration.
 
   “Rugan?”
 
   “I felt her holding spell loosen.  I thought she had cast it imperfectly and I would work free before she could realise it.  But that was just what she intended, for me to appear to escape and for her to strike me down, while Kimbolt’s accusations were still ringing in everyone’s ears.”
 
   “That would have been murder, cold blooded murder.”
 
   “She is a veteran of that, my dear,” Rugan looked up at last at his wife.  “The list begins with poor Elise’s father and her sister.  She was party to young Eadran’s death.  Tonight she meant to number you amongst her victims.”
 
   Giseanne tried to shrug that awful truth away.  She mumbled something of the heat of the moment, of covering an escape, but she did not believe it.  She sat numbly in the chair opposite Rugan, shaking her head.  “What hate could drive her so, to seek to injure me, who never did her any harm?”
 
   The Prince looked up at her while the baby Andros suckled at his knuckle. “She wanted to hurt me, my dear, and but for the Queen she would have succeeded.”  He shook his head.  “I have wronged her Majesty and her kin so grievously and for so long. If you had not found your ways to circumvent my foolish wishes, who knows what harm I could have done.”
 
   “And you still have time and opportunity to make amends, my dear Rugan.”   She reached across and clasped his hand.
 
   
  
 

***
 
   It had been a long time since she had last stood in this hall.  The secret passageway by which she and the others had entered had been over to the right, but it was gone now, or covered up by fresh stone blocks.  The ends of the hallway which had been sealed by heavy rock falls were now entirely clear.  All the broken rubble had been carted away, and the mosaics had been scrubbed and refreshed.  Beneath her feet was the picture of the harpies at work, in a murderous sequence of siren calls, lofty ascents, and terminal falls for the victims. 
 
   She supressed a shiver and walked towards the raised dais and its great stone throne.  He sat there waiting for her.  He had not changed in seventeen years, still the same blackened skeletal corpse dressed in rotted finery.    But then again, if he hadn’t changed much in two thousand years, a couple of decades was hardly likely to wring some transformation in him.
 
   Two orcs had risen from before the Master’s throne and turned to lurch away.  They paused as they saw Quintala. Her silver hair, dark skin and cusped ears drew a hissing hostility from the green hided humanoids. She met their gaze with a level stare of her own as she walked on by.  One of the creatures had the sense to immediately look away, the other tried a final guttural growl of contempt.  Quintala barely broke stride as she drew her dirk, drove it up through the orc’s chin deep into its misshapen cranium and then moved on, wiping the blade on her sleeve as behind her the orc fell into a twitching misshapen heap.  The other orc hesitated for just a fraction of a second and then decided it wanted no part in this uneven debate and loped away.
 
   On the throne Maelgrum said nothing, but the tall redbearded figure at his side exploded into indignation.  “How dare you! That was a servant of the Master, acting on his orders.  How dare you interfere with the Master’s business?”  
 
   Quintala shrugged.  “He shouldn’t have looked at me oddly then, not if he wanted to carry out the Master’s orders.”
 
   The ruddy faced man, scowled in some disarray.  Quintala had never met him, but she guessed this must be Rondol, the sorcerer.  “Are you looking at me oddly, Mr Redbeard?” she said with a tone of mild curiosity.
 
   “Er.. that is,” he frowned in blustering confusion, before seizing the comfort of a hard fact.  “My name is Rondol, Rondol the sorcerer.  I stand at the Master’s right hand.”
 
   “Really,” she said oozing disbelief.  “I’d rather expected to see the old fraud Haselrig in that position.  Still, thanks for keeping the place warm for me.”
 
   At last Maelgrum spoke and Rondol gratefully deferred to the Master.  “Greetingsss Ssseneschal Quintala, I assssume your appearancsse in thessse hallsss meansss that your ssseventeen year missssion hasss finally come to an end?”
 
   “It would seem so,” Quintala agreed, pulling a black medallion from deep within her tunic.  “I expect I won’t be needing this anymore.  I can receive my orders in person.”
 
   “It isss a ssshame,” Maelgrum hissed.  “An agent in the heart of the enemy camp wasss sssuch a ussseful asssset.  You brought usss ssso much advantage.” 
 
   The disappointment was tangible as the temperature around the Dark Lord dropped a couple of degrees and the ever present vapour thickened around his arms.  Quintala shivered, “but I am not just any spy coming into the cold.”
 
   “You have squandered a priceless benefit to the Master,” Rondol upbraided her, trying to ride the tide of Maelgrum’s displeasure. 
 
   Quintala looked at him and then at Maelgrum.  “Is this oaf really useful to you, because I am sure he is looking at me oddly?”
 
   “Master, how can you let this half-breed witch speak to me like that, speak to you like that?”
 
   Maelgrum raised his arm lazily, one finger pointed at Rondol’s mouth and the sorcerer suddenly found his lips would not part.  A frantic hum of panic issued from his sealed mouth, as Maelgrum admonished, “do not ssseek to inssstruct me Rondol on what courtesssy I ssshould or ssshould not exsspect from my ssservantss.  That isss mossst dissscourteousss.”
 
   Quintala feigned an indifference to the sorcerer’s fate, scanning the length and breadth of the Dark Lord’s subterranean hall.  “I like what you’ve done down here,” she said.  “It has really opened it out, but still kept that dark foreboding atmosphere.”  She gave a firm nod in agreement with her own opinion.
 
   Rondol was clearly nonplussed not just by the half-elf’s behaviour, but by the Dark Lord’s indulgence of it.  However, words failed him, or at least his ability to vocalise them did.  Maelgrum flung back his head, emitting a creaking laugh.  “You have ssspirit Sssenessschal, jussst like your mother did.”
 
   “Yes,” Quintala said with a frown.  “Tell me again about my mother.”
 
   
  
 

***
 
   Odestus moved slowly through the narrow crevasse.   The yellow sun shone down from its purple sky with a heat he had not felt in weeks, not since he last ventured into this place.  He had discarded his thick cloak before stepping through the gate, he wished he had chosen a thinner robe as well.  Still, not long to go.
 
   The cleft in the rock turned sharply left and then became a tunnel into the mountain side.  Though not tall he had to duck down, bending almost double to walk along the passageway, and then it opened into a huge vaulted chamber nearly half a mile across, the hollowed out heart of a volcano.
 
   Water had collected in its centre forming a deep lake.  There was an eerie glowing quality to the walls, from their lining of luminescent lichen.  The effect was to light the hollow as brightly as day.  Two shallow bottomed skiffs were being sculled across the lake.  Figures in the bow dangled lines to catch the sightless fish.  Creatures living at the top of a food chain which was driven by residual volcanic heat and the tiny organisms that could fashion raw thermal energy into organic life.    
 
   At one end of the lake was a small collection of stone huts and it was here that Odestus directed his footsteps.  He trod carefully through fields cultivated with giant mushrooms and returned the cheerful wave of one of the fishermen on the lake as he went.  
 
   The huts were arranged either side of a single street, with a larger building at its head.  Odestus stopped by the second one on the right, bending down to listen as he knocked at the fibrous material of the door.
 
   A low voice made a sound which Odestus recognised as an invitation to enter.  He pushed open the unbarred door and crept inside.
 
   “Gud Tog, Odestus,” the low voice said. “Please be seated.”
 
   “Gud Tog, Vlyndor,” the wizard replied as he slid gratefully onto a stone stool.  “How have things been in Grithsank?”
 
   Vlyndor blinked at the wizard, his H shaped pupils thickening within the yellow eyes, perched on the sides of his scaled head.  Odestus knew he was not an attractive man, but felt sure in Vlyndor he had a potential competitor he would always beat in those village beauty contests they used to hold when he was a child.  Provided, of course that the contest did not take place in Grithsank.  
 
   Vlyndor was an elder of the Karib people, but he was little taller than a twelve year old human child.  His scaled skin was a dazzling mix of greens and purples and reds and he wore a rough tunic of woven reeds.   The simple stool allowed him to curl his tail around so that it covered his three toed feet and he rested his three fingered hands lightly on his knees.  
 
   When a moment’s silence had passed without Vlyndor answering his question, Odestus tried to draw a further answer.  “Not been troubled by dragons I hope.”
 
   Vlyndor shook his head. “No, Odestus.  Dragons always stay far North of here.  We’ve not been troubled by dragons, no.”
 
   “But you are troubled by something?”
 
   Vlyndor blinked a little faster.  “You not come for long time, Odestus, very long time.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Odestus replied.  “I tried to, but it is not always easy.”
 
   Vlyndor barked.  The wizard jumped, always at the sound of Karib laughter.  “Look at you, Odestus, you not change at all, me I get old, old and fat.”
 
   In truth, Odestus found it hard to spot the signs of ageing in the Karibs, a deeper mottling of the skin perhaps, a slight slowing in the flicking of their tongues, but the bald facts were that Vlyndor had it right.  Time for Odestus was passing more slowly than for the Karib leader, thirty times more slowly.
 
   “What is it that’s worrying you, Vlyndor?” Odestus asked.
 
   “Best you see, see for yourself.”
 
   They shuffled outside and worked their way around the back of the building. Odestus paused at a little row of five egg shells, each big enough to have housed an ostrich chick.  All were laid out on their own patch of stone with a carved inscription beneath it.  Vlyndor saw the wizard’s nod of approval.  “We do this for all of them, Odestus. A child should know where it comes from.”
 
   Odestus nodded, and stroked a finger down the last of the egg shells.  Vlyndor was hastening on to the edge of the water where the splashing told of excited children at play.  There were four of them, playing a simple game, a game that transcended all barriers of plane and species.  Chasing each other round and round until one was caught and made to be “it” and then had to chase the others.  Three of the youngsters were Karibs, smaller versions of Vlyndor, one was not, but it was the odd one out who was winning all the time.
 
   Each time one of the fleeing Karibs looked back at the alien child, they would stop absolutely still and she would catch up with them and tag them and run away, and it would be some moments before the tagged Karib youngster unflexed their limbs and resumed the chase.
 
   “You see what I mean, Odestus?”
 
   Odestus nodded, dry mouthed.  “I’m sorry, I should have come sooner. Is it just with the children?”
 
   Vlyndor shrugged.  “Small animals too.  It seems to be a matter of size, but she is growing and she is changing.”
 
   “Send the others away, call her over.”    
 
   Vlyndor issued a number of clicking commands and the little group dispersed.  The three Karibs ran towards their houses. The other child strolled more reluctantly towards Vlyndor and Odestus.  The wizard watched her carefully.  She was a human child, a girl of perhaps seven or eight years of age.  Her hair was scraped back over her skull and she wore a reed tunic like Vlyndor’s but otherwise she would not been out of place amongst any gang of street urchins in the Salved kingdom.
 
   She stopped on the way to them, her attention seized by something on the ground.  She bent down to pick it up, a tiny object perched on her finger.  She looked at it intently, cupped it in her hands and then came running over to show them.  As she drew closer Odestus could see the strange ridged quality to her hair as though it had been carved upon her head, in thick braided bands, bands which even now seemed to flex barely perceptibly. The ends of each band were tapered into blunt lozenge shapes which lifted slightly with a non-existent breeze. That was new too.
 
   She held out her hands and looked up at Odestus with eyes of such piercing blue.  “Look Uncle Odestus,” she said.  “Look what I brought you.”
 
   Odestus had to blink before he could break the eye contact and look at the object in her palm.  It was a tiny perfect stone butterfly.
 
   “It’s very pretty,” he said.
 
   She giggled with childish pride and threw it up in the air.  Then she tried to catch it, but it fell faster than she expected, its solid stone wings unfit for the business of fluttering.  When she missed its fall, it crashed to the ground and shattered into many pieces.
 
   She started to cry.
 
   Odestus drew something from his pocket and handed it to her; it was a black gauze eye mask.  “Persapha,” he said.  “I want you to wear this always from now on.  It was your mother’s.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Afterword
 
    
 
   Niarmit’s story began life a long time ago.   Plotting it out in my head helped to fill dull moments of exam invigilation and provided a welcome relief from other exam hall diversions, such as counting up left-handers and right-handers or playing chicken with other invigilators as we walked down the narrow aisles between the desks.
 
   Changing work pressures and patterns, together with some seemingly unresolvable plot problems led to me set the story aside for a ten year hiatus.  I restarted with the support of my youngest daughter for whom each instalment became a rather atypical bedtime story. Tess remains the book’s first and best beta-reader. 
 
   However, it became clear some 100,000 words into the story and about a quarter of the way through the plot that the “book” was heading for a trilogy.
 
   At 160,000 words, this second book has been longer than I might have expected at the outset, but I did not feel that I could have put a break in any earlier.  John Finnemore is a comedian and a writer who I greatly admire.  He once said that a good cliff-hanger should be about resolving all the key questions in the one story and in so doing set up new questions for the next.  I hope you have found some pleasure and some resolution in this middle part of the trilogy.
 
   “Master of the Planes” should, all being well, follow before the end of 2014.  
 
   In the meantime, the interest and support of readers is a great motivator to pick up the pace of writing.  All feedback is gratefully received.   
 
    
 
   Find me on 
 
   Twitter              TO Munro@TOMunro  
 
   https://twitter.com/TOMunro 
 
   Facebook T.o. Munro https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100006454496154 
 
   Goodreads T.O.Munro
 
   https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7372214.T_O_Munro  
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