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Middin


    


“This ‘ere’s the one, Stablemaster. Found ‘im burrowed
into the ‘ay, fast asleep like the boy ‘ad nothing to do an’ all day to do it
in.” The tall boy, Tarris by name and cruel by nature, released his vice-like
grip on the small boy and pushed him forward towards the Stablemaster, leaving
the imprint of his fingers on the boy’s thin and grubby arm. Unlike Tarris, the
Stablemaster was not a cruel man, else his equine charges wouldn’t have
prospered so well under his care. He was, however, a strict disciplinarian who
had no sympathy for anyone who slept whilst there was work to be done in his
stables. The small boy in front of him was not one of those who had come to his
attention before, although he’d seen him scuttling around the middin heap.    


He knew the boy was one of those who fed on the hound’s
scraps and the horse’s windfall apples and slept in the hay along with the
other vermin. Like all of those who were kingsward, orphans of the state, they
eventually showed their true nature. It was his right and duty to correct those
assigned to his stables so that the criminal tendencies which had condemned
their fathers to death were not repeated in their get. The Stablemaster was not
a cruel man but he knew his duty and did it well.


“Were you sleepin’, Middin, when there was dirt to
shifted.


The boy didn’t look up but stared at the grey cobble
stones beneath his dirty, bare feet. He’d learnt at an early age never to look
at his betters with his foreigner’s pale green eyes unless he wanted to feel
the crack of their hand across his cheek.


“Yes, sir,” mumbled the boy without further
explanation. He could have added that the previous day he had shovelled horse
dung and straw until darkness had made it impossible for him to see where his
fork struck. Then he had hidden in the hay stack too exhausted to scavenge for
food and too terrified of Tarris’s threats to venture out but he knew the
Stablemaster would take no excuses. He wanted the middin removed and it was the
Middin’s job to do it. There could be no argument or excuses allowed, only
blind obedience and soundless acquiescence.


“’E’s a lazy little bastard, this one,” cut in Tarris
knowingly. “Always loitering about when ‘e thinks no one’s watching but I’ve
seen ‘im, an’ I think it’s about time ‘e learnt to bend ‘is back.”


The Stablemaster looked at Tarris with annoyance. He
knew the boy’s predilection for cruelty and would not be dictated to in his own
stable yard, even by the head stable boy. The goddess knows where the boy had
got his meanness from but he’d been like that from his very first day he’d come
from the kingsward compound. He supposed that if you had to fight to stay alive
every day of your childhood then you would turn out to be mean. Early on the
Stablemaster had tried to beat it out of him but had given it up when he
realised just how good Tarris was in getting those in his charge to work hard.  On this occasion Tarris was probably right
though, the boy would have to be dissuaded from the laziness which all who were
kingsward had a tendency towards.


“How old are you, boy?” demanded the Stablemaster.
Nobody was going to accuse him of marking a child.


“I don’t know, sir,” muttered the boy. “I think I’ve
seen seven summers but I’m not certain.”


“Looks more like eight or nine to me, interrupted
Tarris. “’E may be small but ‘e’s got an old face and ‘e’s dead crafty wiv it,
knows ‘e can get away wiv owt if ‘e’s only seen seven summers and not eight.”


The Stablemaster sighed impatiently, this whole matter
was taking far too long and the middin still had to be cleared. He made his
decision.


“You come with me boy. If you are old enough to accept
the hospitality of this house then you are old enough to bend your back in its
service.”


He put his large callused hand around the boy’s neck,
which he could have snapped with a twist of his wrist, and guided him away from
the middin heap around to the front of the long stable building. Tarris
followed behind, a look of satisfaction on his face. The stable yard lay in the
centre of the low, three-sided building and was an area forbidden to all but
the most senior of the stablemen. It was here that High Lord Coledran came to
inspect the kingdom’s finest breeding stock each day. It was also the place
where his innumerable and important visitors deposited their mounts, servants,
weapons and military escorts before enjoying the High Lord’s bountiful
hospitality.


Even at this early hour, with the sun barely over the
horizon, the courtyard was full of activity, for if the Stablemaster was about
then everyone was up and working. Magnificent stallions, the sires of the
kingdom’s finest war horses, called eagerly to each other over half doors whilst
outside frisky mares with long, fine legs, bred for speed and agility, were
groomed until their coats shone like silk. In their empty stalls unseen hands
scrubbed stone and wood to a cleanliness only equalled in the High Lord’s great
house itself. It would be many hours before those who toiled would be allowed
to eat what the horses and hounds had left.


The boy had seen the courtyard once before when the
kingsguard had handed him to the Stablemaster. There had been the usual order
for him to care and train the boy until he had a trade to live by and could
repay the kindness of the state which had raised him thus far. On his arrival
the stone-cobbled courtyard and pristine white walls had seemed to be a place
of hope and freedom after the dark confines of the kingsward compound but
Tarris had ensured it wasn’t. It was he who had assigned the small boy to the
back-breaking task of clearing the middin, offering him lighter work in return
for personal favours which the terrified boy had found the courage to refuse.
Since then Tarris had picked on him constantly until his life was full of fear
and pain. Nothing had changed from life in the kingsward compound, only the
colour of the walls.


“You know what’s expected of you?” demanded the
Stablemaster, making it sound more like a command than a question.


Of course the boy knew. On that first day, having not
eaten since the previous morning, he had mistakenly taken an apple from the
feed buckets before the stallions had eaten their fill and had received a
thwack around his ear from Tarris to remind him of his place. Then he had
learnt the meaning of bending your back to the master’s service from the older
boys who had shown him their scarred backs. It was they who had told him such
stories of the Stablemaster’s method of instruction that now he could barely control
the effects of his fear.


“Bend your back, Middin,” rapped the Stablemaster.


The boy braced his legs as the others had told him and
bent from the waist down to grasp the lower bar of the hitching post in his outstretched
arms. He held on firmly having been told that a tight grip would make what was
to follow easier to bear. He turned his eyes downwards to fix his attention on
the cobbles beneath his feet and flattened his back. In doing so he caught the
gleeful glint in Tarris’s cruel eyes as he moved in front of him and pressed
down hard on the boy’s hands.


“If you’ll bend over like this for me when I ask, I’ll
make sure you never have to bend your back to the master’s service again,”
whispered Tarris.


Tarris’s words held little comfort and he lowered his
head whilst his legs shook despite his efforts to keep them steady. If they
gave way before the designated punishment was over it would be Tarris’s job to
haul him over the hitching post for the Stablemaster’s lesson to continue.


“This is goin’ to hurt you more than I would,” hissed
the elder boy gleefully.


When the Stablemaster’s rough hand touched the boy’s
back he flinched and gave an involuntary shudder which brought a harsh cackle
of laughter from Tarris. The Stablemaster gave Tarris a cold stare but
continued to pull the grain sack, which acted as the boy’s tunic, high over his
shoulders and passed his head. Instantly he was plunged into a darkness filled
with the smell of his own sweat and fear and ingrained dirt. This was the worst
part he had been told, not knowing when the lesson would begin in earnest.
Already his back ached from the strained position and the need to relieve
himself was urgent. He knew he would anyway, that humiliation was part of the lesson
but he was determined to hold on as long as he could, however foolish his pride
might be.


The Stablemaster ran his hand over the boy’s sweating
back, even now not sure how old the boy could be. The knobs on his spine
pressed against tight flesh and each rib stood out in stark relief. In truth he
had seen more flesh on a half starved hound than on this boy. He began to
regret his decision to teach the boy his first lesson but Tarris stood watching
with a sneer on his face. He knew that any sign of forbearance now would be
ridiculed by the stable hands before the day was another candle length older. Reluctantly
he raised his dog whip and began the usual litany he used on such occasions.


Beneath the sacking tunic the boy could only hear the
mumble of words spoken by his master and was unprepared for the moment the whip
cut across his shoulders. Despite his resolve to be strong he cried out in
shock and pain and felt wetness run down his cheeks and the inside of his leg.
He had been beaten before in the kingsward compound but nothing like this. If
only he could hear what the Stablemaster said he might learn to be better but
all he could hear was the muffled recital and the sound of his own blood
pounding in his ears. The cane cut again and a new kind of wetness ran down the
side of his body.


The Stablemaster cut down with his dog whip for a
third time and winced at the boy’s cry of pain. After the first stroke he had
been holding back but there was no flesh on the boy to prevent his cane slicing
to the bone and drawing blood. He wished he had never started this but Tarris’s
sadistic eyes left him with no option but to continue although he knew the boy
would collapse long before the eighth blow could fall. The Stablemaster raised
his arm again whilst the small body shook beneath the suffocating sacking and the
boy sobbed openly, knowing the next blow would have him on his knees with all
control gone.


“That must be a truly savage creature to take two of
you to give it a thrashing.” The voice which interrupted the Stablemaster’s
stroke was soft and velvety with the slightest hint of irony. “Now what sort of
demon have you captured there? It must be a greshling or a trolsterk at least.”


The Stablemaster lowered his arm, his feelings torn
between gratitude at being prevented from delivering the next blow and
annoyance that his word of law should be questioned within his own domain. He
turned to the man to see who dared question his authority but the early morning
sun had risen behind the man obscuring the caped and hooded figure and turning
it into a dark silhouette.


“It’s no demon, sir, but a boy who has shown his lazy
nature and must learn the lesson of how to bend his back to his master’s
service.”


Inside the sacking tunic the boy shook with fear
whilst Tarris looked petulantly at the intruder and pressed the boy’s hands
harder into the wooden hitching rail.


A boy! Ah yes, I should have recognised the savageness
of the creature despite his diminutive size and obvious thinness.” The voice
had now become coldly cynical with more than a hint of malice. The Stablemaster
squinted against the glare of the low sun but the tall man’s features still
remained hidden within his deep hood. “Tell me, Stablemaster, is it your usual
custom to teach a child his manners when he can neither see nor hear the lesson
you deliver.


The Stablemaster felt foolish and guilty at the same
time and now a small group of stablemen had gathered on the far side of the
yard to enjoy the rare occasion of their master’s discomfort. “The boy is kingsward
whose father was quartered and it is my duty to make sure the boy doesn’t go
the same way. If it takes a lesson or two to make him learn to bend his back to
his master’s service then that’s what I must do. I would rather him learn the
feel of the dog whip on his back now than to sell his soul to hellden’s master
and die at the cross pikes like his father did.


“Perhaps the boy would learn quicker if he could see
the goodness of the man who delivered that lesson,” suggested the man with
mocking severity. “I suggest you release him from his darkness.”


The Stablemaster felt the heat of anger and
indignation rise within him and stepped forward a pace to defend his questioned
authority.  “My master is the High Lord
Coledran and he has commanded me to turn these worthless kingsward into good
freemen with an honourable trade and he gives me an open hand to do as I see
fit. This boy is lazy and must learn his lessons the same as others have done
before him.”


“Release the child now,” commanded the hooded man in a
sibilant hiss.


Taken aback by the man’s vehemence the Stablemaster
went to protest further and for the first time caught sight of the black eyes
and the sharply drawn features which were no longer hidden in shadow. He
stepped back in haste, dropped the dog whip and snatched the boy’s hands back
from within Tarris’s grasp. The sudden movement and change of events confused
the boy and he cringed from the Stablemaster’s grip as the coarse sacking was roughly
pulled down over his tender back. Terrified of what new punishment might be
forthcoming he kept his eyes steadfastly on the raised cobble between his feet.
The cloaked man studied him with waning interest, he was, after all, just
another small, fatherless boy.


“What’s your name, child?” he asked not unkindly but
with no real interest.


“’E aint got no name,” interrupted Tarris, feeling unusually
confident at the Stablemaster’s side and taking the opportunity to prove to the
watching stablemen that he was as good as his master and not in the least bit
scared of any of the High Lord’s visitors. “I named ‘im Middin ‘cause ‘e cleans
up the ‘orse dung. ‘E don’t need no uver name.”


The cloaked figure stiffened slightly but if Tarris’s
interruption had annoyed him he concealed it well within the depths of his
hood. “What’s your name, boy?” 


The boy’s back burnt like fire and his legs still
shook with fear and pain. Hunger and exhaustion fogged his mind and Tarris’s
leering presence at his side and bruising grip on his arm took away what little
courage he had left. “Middin, sir,” he mumbled to himself and the floor.


The hooded man flicked his riding whip at the edge of
his cloak in irritation making the fine fibre ripple at his touch. “I want your
given name, boy,” he snapped. “Look at me when I speak to you.” 


Terrified of what would happen if he didn’t do as the
man demanded the boy responded and looked into the dark eyes of the hooded
figure. The cloaked man reacted as if he had been bitten, stepping back in
sudden alarm as the palest green eyes, the colour of sea ice, looked
unflinchingly into his black. He turned rapidly away under the penetrating gaze
allowing the Stablemaster a glimpse of the torc which he wore at his throat. Embedded
in the engraved gold of the priceless artefact the blood red stones gleamed
dully. The Stablemaster took a sharp breath as he recognised his Lord’s visitor
whilst the cloaked man appeared suddenly agitated and indicated for his horse
to be brought immediately. A stable hand ran to carry out his command.


“I advise you to find another way to teach your
kingsward their duty,” he said and without further comment he mounted and
turned his horse towards the gates.


All the time the boy kept his eyes on the hooded man,
partly because he had been commanded to do so but mainly because there was
something in those dark eyes which disturbed long forgotten memories. He would
likely receive a beating from Tarris for not keeping them shaded or lowered to
the ground but a dozen beatings wouldn’t have made him draw his eyes away from
the cloaked figure.


The man urged his horse forward neither looking at the
boy nor at the Stablemaster who picked his dog whip up from the ground in front
of him. The boy followed him with his eyes, shivering as Tarris’s clammy hand
stroked his neck and silently pleaded for the man to save him from what was
going to happen once he had ridden out of sight.


As if the man had heard his plea he suddenly stopped his
horse and stared into the distance as if he had forgotten something. Slowly he
turned his horse around and rode it back to where the boy stood, still looking at
him with unflinching pale green eyes. He was unused to people looking at him
like that instead of turning away in fear.


“Come, boy, your courage is wasted here.” 


He lowered his hand to within the boy’s reach and
their eyes met for just a moment before the boy took his hand and was easily
swung across the rump of the tall bay gelding. Memories of once before being
pulled up to sit astride a fine horse behind a tall rider nudged at the corners
of the boy’s mind. Naturally he adjusted his seat to nestle beneath the raised
saddle back with his skinny legs tucked in the groove between muscular flanks
and last rib. He held loosely onto the man’s cloak and received a nod of
appreciation from the rider in acknowledgement of his light touch. Once again
his heart raced in his chest and his breath caught in his throat but this time
it was not from the expectancy of pain but with a genuine hope that he might
escape the hellden that was the Stablemaster’s yard.


The Stablemaster stepped forward and for a moment
dared to put a restraining hand on the geldings bridle. “I’m sorry, My Lord,
but you can’t just ride away with the boy like that. He’s been given into my
care and he’s bonded to my master. I can’t let him go without the High Lord’s
consent and knowing he was going to be properly disciplined and the like.”


The man leant slightly forward in his saddle and the
Stablemaster released the bridle as if he had been stung. “Have no fear,
Stablemaster, I will see the boy gets all he deserves. Tell your master I have
taken a fancy to him and will personally see that he is bound to me so that the
High Lord will not be troubled with such details at this time of deep distress
as he mourns the loss of his son and heir.”


He urged the horse forward passed the Stablemaster and
out of the courtyard with neither servants nor retinue to accompany him. The
Stablemaster stared after him in shock; he hadn’t known the High Lord’s son was
ill. When he had seen him the previous day he had looked fine.


“Little bastard don’t deserve to be picked up and
carried off like that, ‘e’s a lazy little brute and it just aint fair. What’s ‘e
done to get special treatment?”


“Special treatment?” questioned the Stablemaster with
a cynical laugh. “Oh aye, he’ll get special treatment all right but none that
you or any other should envy.” Tarris looked sceptical. “That was Lord Maladran,
Federa’s dark servant.”


Tarris turned pale at the thought of who he had so
insolently spoken to. “You mean Maladran, the king’s magician?”


“Aye, Maladran the king’s magician and may the good
gods protect us, King Sarrat’s soul searcher and executioner.”



 

~    ~   
~    ~    ~
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     The sun
beat down on the boy’s back as the gelding walked along the open road edged on
one side by evergreen forest and by fields of tall wheat on the other. Sweat ran
between the boy’s shoulder blades and stung the welts on his back, except for
the deepest cut, where the blood had dried and stuck to his sacking tunic. A
fly buzzed irritatingly but was unable to reach the flesh it desired so it
concentrated instead on the open blisters on the boy’s hands. 


Once the relief of being rescued from the Stablemaster’s
dog whip had gone, the familiar despair had returned to the boy; the man had
not spoken another word to him nor given him any idea of his intentions. His
experience so far as a bound servant had not been a happy one and despite
having rescued him the hooded figure with the black eyes did not have the
appearance of making that experience any better.


The boy shifted his position slightly trying to
distance his filthy sacking tunic from the man’s fine cloak. His damp legs were
chapped sore against the horse’s broad back and his head hurt where the sun
beat down on his fair hair but worst of all he felt sick. The only food he had
eaten in two days was some bran mash left by an ailing mare and a collection of
soft carrots and withered apples discarded by the Stablemaster as unsuitable
for his horses. They had all been stale and had not settled well and now lay
like lead in the pit of his stomach.


As the horse swayed from side to side his stomach
churned in protest. He tried to hold back the rising bile, too scared to ask
the man to stop, but his stomach was beyond his control. He retched once and
leant as far as he dare from the side of the horse whilst what remained of his
last meal spewed down his leg and the horse’s hock. The animal sidled
disdainfully to the left before its master corrected its pace but apart from
that there was no sign his distress had even been noted.


He felt wretched; the smell from his sacking tunic and
his sodden loin cloth was overpowering. Flies in abundance now buzzed around
his fouled leg whilst a white stain marred the horse’s otherwise perfect deep
brown coat. This would surely earn him a beating or some other punishment from
his new master. He closed his eyes to hold back the hot tears which threatened
to bring him more disgrace and failed to notice the horse had stopped by the
side of a small stream which crossed the road.


“Next time you wish to relieve yourself, tell me,” said
a gruff and severe voice. Maladran’s arm came round and caught the boy on the
shoulder, ejecting him firmly from the horses back. Not expecting the move, the
boy fell over sideways and hit the water with a splash which knocked the wind
from him. Coldness wrapped around him as he disappeared beneath the surface and
for a moment he swallowed water instead of air. Coughing and choking he found
his feet on the unstable bed of the stream and scrambled to his feet.


When he stood the water was shoulder high but a pace
further away, on the raised crossing, it barely covered the horse’s hooves. The
man urged the horse onwards and the boy scrambled out of the pool and trailed
behind, his bare feet sliding over the polished pebbles of the ford and water
dragging at the rough sacking on his tender back.


At the other side of the ford Maladran turned his
horse away from the ground churned to mud by the hooves of many horses and foot
travellers and rode into a small clearing. It was surrounded by young everleafs
and the scrub had been cut back to allow a clear area around a circle of stones
which made up a much used fire pit. A number of logs had been drawn up close to
use as seating. He stopped and turned his horse towards the boy so he could
have a better look at his property.


“You smell boy,” he said with distaste. “Take off your
clothes so I can see what I have purchased under those rags.”


The boy removed his top, wincing as the fibres pulled
away from the congealed blood on his back and then with more hesitancy pulled
his rough sacking loin cloth down, hanging his head in shame. He didn’t know
the nature of his new master but he did know why some men took young boys as
their bound servants. As the tall man dismounted and walked towards him he
shook with fear and when the man placed a firm hand on his shoulder lights
flickered in front of his eyes, his knees buckled beneath him and everything
went black.


Many men feared Maladran, a few with just reason and
others because of what he was. It was a reaction he was used to and he had
learnt at an early age to shield his senses from the emotions of others. It was
a simple trick and nowhere as difficult as distancing himself from his own
human feelings, something which his master, Yarrin, had taught him before he
had died. The boy’s fear, however, was different. As he placed his hand on the
boy’s shoulder his depth of despair flashed across Maladran’s mind making him
recoil in shock.


Nobody had breached his barriers like that since the
day the king had placed Yarrin’s torc around his throat. He touched the boy
again and felt overwhelming pity that someone so young could know such terror.
The boy was nothing but skin stretched too tightly over bones. Abused skin,
bruised and cut and hot with the beginning of a fever. He took off his cloak
and wrapped it around the pathetic figure, smell or not the boy needed care and
if that should cause him to delay his return to the man who owned his own life,
then so be it.


*


A scream tore the air making the bay gelding move
nervously at its hobble, unsettled by the cries which once again shattered the
peace of the dawn hours. Maladran rolled free of his blanket for the third time
in as many hours and threw another log onto the fire watching the sparks shoot
into the darkness. He needed neither sleep nor the heat the burning log
produced but he had imposed the discipline of normality on himself in an effort
to retain the remnants of his humanity that his growing powers had threatened
to take from him. His master would laugh at his weakness if he knew or cared.
Maladran walked to where the boy lay and gently bathed his face with a soft
cloth and cold water. The boy was slick with sweat but since he had bathed the
limp body in the river the fever had abated and unless the sores on his body
became infected he would recover and be ready to travel within a day.


It was the state of the boy’s mind rather than his
body which troubled Maladran now; that and his inability to block out the boy’s
emotions. Even though he had placed a token of healing and calm in the boy’s
hand his fevered sleep was confused and distorted by nightmares and he could
still feel his fear like searing fire. There was also something else which was
buried deep within the boy, fighting to be free from the chains which held it.
As if to confirm his feelings the boy cried out a name, Jonderill. Who could
this Jonderill be that the name was repeated again and again and why did the
boy scream the name as if it was being torn from his throat in agony? He shook
his head, confused by thoughts and feelings he  thought had been buried long ago. 


He was intrigued by the boy and he wanted to know why
he couldn’t block the boy’s emotions but was that enough reason to give his
time and attention to the child? True, the boy would have died without his
intervention but kingswards died all the time, they were as worthless as the
criminals who begat them. What then drew him to this one and, more importantly,
what would he do with the boy when his fever broke? He had made a vow to take
no more apprentices after Sarrat had taken the last one from him and there was
no room in his life for any who could never become a servant of Federa and call
on the power of the arcane.


Perhaps it would be a kindness to end the boy’s life
whilst he slept, better than leaving him by the ford for the next traveller to
claim. As if he had heard the man’s thought the boy cried out not to leave him
there, pleading so that tears ran between his closed eyes. Maladran went to
pull the cloak higher around the boy’s body but he suddenly clutched his hand
and screamed and called the name again, Jonderill. He probed gently into the turmoil
of the boy’s mind until he calmed and when he rested peacefully again the
magician left him to return to the fire and his own troubled thoughts.


The boy awoke with the sun on his face and the smell
of boiling oats in the air. He opened his eyes slowly and lay very still,
enjoying the unaccustomed warmth and peace. The cloak was smooth and warm
against his body and whatever his head rested against was soft and clean. He
moved an arm to push the cloak away from him and realised he was naked. With
that realisation all the memories of the past days came flooding back in a
sweeping tide of horror. It was the man’s cloak and the man had ordered him to
strip. Then there had been the feel of the man’s hand on his shoulder and he
couldn’t remember what had happened after that. Perhaps his rescuer was waiting
for him to wake before he did anything else. He closed his eyes again hoping
the man had not seen him stir.


“So you are awake at last. When you feel ready there
are hot oats with dried apple and honey and some travel bread which is still
edible.”


The boy didn’t move although the smell of the oats
made his stomach complain and his mouth water. There was another smell too
which invaded his senses, a smell from past days when warmth and comfort had
also been part of his life. It was soapwort and he realised he had been bathed.
His eyes opened wide at the sudden revelation and he raised his head
sufficiently to watch the dark haired man stir their breakfast. He wanted the
food desperately but not what the food might cost him.


“Come boy, out of your blankets,” said the man, not
unkindly but with impatience. “You have delayed my journey long enough and I
must be moving on.”


It was a command and the boy had learnt that commands
must be obeyed and quickly if a beating was to be avoided. He pushed the cloak
aside, enjoying the fine touch against his skin one last time and stood on
shaking legs which threatened to fold beneath him. Carefully, whilst his legs
became firmer, he brushed the dirt from the warm cloak and folded it into a
neat package. There was no sign of his own clothes so he supposed the man
wanted him naked. He walked to where the man sat in front of the fire and bowed
his head, partly in submission but mainly in fear.


Shaking with fear of what was to come he stood and
waited for the man to command him and wondered if a few hours of pain might not
be worth days of warmth and hot food but he had promised himself a long time
ago that he would not give himself away that easily. It was the boy’s fear,
bludgeoning his senses, which alerted Maladran to the boy’s presence behind him
and he turned to face the boy with a frown as the waves of terror emanating
from him increased in their intensity.


Maladran regarded the boy realising that he was taller
than he had at first thought, or at least he would be if he didn’t bow his head
or cringe. There was also something in the boy’s subservience which disturbed
him, like a stone in his boot which shouldn’t have been there and would have to
be removed. Without knowing why, he wanted to see the boy stand tall and run
and laugh and do all the things other boys did, all those things he had never
been allowed to do as a magician’s apprentice.


Unaccustomed feelings touched him like he hadn’t felt
for an age. He wanted to look into those pale eyes and instead of seeing fear
he wanted to see happiness and strangest of all, affection, a feeling which had
been starved out of him when he was no more than this boy’s age. The force of
his own feelings, always kept deeply imprisoned by the discipline of his
training, made him feel light headed and he fought to push them back into the
inner place where they were normally confined. Only they no longer seemed to
fit and small scraps of emotion were left behind.


The boy moved to hold out the folded cloak and he took
it without thinking or noticing the boy’s shaking hands. He moved behind him to
see how the welts were healing and in doing so placed his hand on the boy’s
shoulder. Fear and revulsion burnt his fingers as the boy flinched from his
touch. Unable to shield himself from his emotions, he withdrew his hand as if
he had been stung. He had felt fear like that before on those occasions when he
used his power to extract answers from those who had been brought before him, the
king’s soul searcher. He licked his lips in anticipation of the effect the
terror of others always had on his body and touched him again, lighter this
time and further down the boy’s back.


Flesh tightened beneath his hand as he moved it down
the young body. The boy was sweating now as his hand moved down towards his
spine’s end. He longed to continue his seduction, allowing the dark side of him
to have free reign but the jewelled torc around his throat tightened and
instead he withdrew his hand and pushed those emotions too, firmly back into
place. Maladran shook out the dark cloak and placed it around the boy’s
shoulders so that it covered all his nakedness. 


“You have no need to fear abuse from me, boy, I have
no inclination for that type of pleasure from young boys or grown men.”


The boy looked up in surprise and almost smiled but
then, as if he suddenly remembered his situation, he bowed his head again.


“Thank you, master,” he whispered.


Maladran frowned at the title but let it pass, his
charge was at the end of his endurance and the rules of subservience were
probably the only anchor which remained to keep his sanity. Carefully, as if
those chains might break or disappear beneath his hands, Maladran guided the
boy to the log by the fire and pushed him down onto the makeshift bench whilst
he ladled out a small bowl of oats and poured golden honey on top. The boy took
the proffered bowl hesitantly and then, before his host could offer him a spoon,
scooped the meal into his mouth with frantic fingers like a starving animal.
Maladran scowled down at him, his patience coming to an end.


“Steady, steady. I know you are hungry but if you eat
at that speed nothing will stay down long enough to do you any good.” He
reached out to take the bowl and the boy cringed back with a whimper. “I have
told you boy that I will not abuse you, nor will I beat you, but in return you
must show a little trust.” 


The boy said nothing but his shoulders straightened
slightly. Maladran relaxed a little and smiled to himself as he returned to the
pot hanging over the fire. Satisfied at the progress he had made he poured the
boy another bowl of hot oats. This time he took the spoon and ate the sweet cereal
at half the speed. Maladran left him with a small flask of watered wine and a
piece of travel bread whilst he went to saddle his horse. The boy nibbled the
bread carefully wondering how long it would be before he was fed again.
Furtively he looked around the clearing hoping to find some berries which he
could pick now and save for later but all he could see were some greying
mushrooms and some old nut shells. He looked back to the fire when the man
returned with a rolled bundle of clothing.


“I burnt the sacking they gave you to wear; it stank
of the middin and was full of vermin. Until we can find you something more
fitting you can wear these.” He handed the boy a neat bundle bound around by a
leather belt, gathered up the dirty dishes and with a tuneless whistle walked
away from the clearing towards the ford to wash them. 


For several minutes the boy sat with the bundle on his
knee, listening to the man whistling and walking away from him, unable to move.
He was confused. He had expected pain or at least to be treated with contempt
as he had always been treated for as long as he could remember. Instead the man
had shared his food and had now given him his own clothing to wear.


Cautiously he ran his hand over the fine weave and
held the bundle to his nose, it smelt of soapwort and herbs and vaguely of
saddle leather and horse. It was a provocative smell and disturbed a memory in
the boy which he couldn’t totally recall. The half memory added to his
confusion. He was kingsward, to be treated as his masters thought fit and
kindness was no part of that treatment. Yet vague feelings, more like a tickle
in his mind, told him there had been a time before he became the king’s
property when kindness had been a part of his life but he wasn’t sure, he
couldn’t quite remember.


The sound of the man’s returning footfalls made him
jump and he scrambled out of the cloak to do his new master’s bidding. He
pulled the soft grey shirt over his head but it was far too large for him,
reaching to his knees and trailing the long arms far beyond the end of his
finger tips. Quickly he rolled back the sleeves as best as he could and concentrated
on the fastenings which seemed small and intricate and completely unmanageable
with the man’s eyes boring into his back. He fumbled the fastenings completely and
his sleeves unrolled and swamped his hands. When Maladran’s laughter surprised
him he looked up in annoyance and caught the man’s eye before remembering his
place and returning to his habitual subservient pose. Maladran was not
displeased with the response; it seemed the boy still had some spirit left
after all.


“You look like the ancient father of time in that
shroud,” laughed Maladran, surprised at his own humour which rarely surfaced.
He picked through the bundle of clothing and discarded the breeches and leather
jerkin which would have been too large to serve any useful purpose but
extracted the soft leather belt. Kneeling by the boy he drew his knife and
instantly felt the boys alarm penetrate the barrier which shielded him from the
feelings and emotions of others.


“Trust,” he commanded, taking hold of a trailing
sleeve and cutting it to length and then dealing with the other sleeve in the
same manner. That complete, he concentrated on the intricate fastenings whilst
he tried to come to terms with what had just happened. Once again his barrier
had dropped and his emotions had seemed to have escaped from his iron control
only this time there was no response from the metal collar he wore. It was
something he would have to consider further. Needing to move away from the boy Maladran
stood abruptly and handed him the two pieces of sleeve and the belt.


“I assume you know how to make a covering for your
loins?” The boy nodded. “Good. The belt will turn the shirt into a reasonable
tunic which will have to do for the rest of the journey. When you are ready we’ll
leave and be quick about it, I need to make up the time you have lost me and I
am ready to go.”


“Yes, master,” replied the boy in practised tones,
bowing his head. The response annoyed Maladran but he couldn’t think why.


He still felt annoyed and assailed by mixed feelings
several hours later as the bay gelding confidently made its way along the hard
packed road that separated the forest from the fields of tall grass. The sky
was overcast but the air was warm and insects buzzed around the yellow flowers
growing amongst the grass. His horse was strong and fresh from its day’s rest
and the weight of its extra passenger had no effect on the sureness of its
step. If the boy had no effect on the horse the opposite was true for Maladran
who became more and more irritable.


Behind him he could feel the boy’s presence like a
shadow imitating his movements although only the boy’s hand touched Maladran’s
cloak. The boy’s closeness was warm and disturbing and although the waves of
fear had ceased battering him, other emotions emanated from him pricking at his
senses. There was always the feeling of something which went much deeper,
something which sought for relief but which he couldn’t touch.


Maladran’s years of training, enhanced by the collar
he wore, had equipped him with infinite control over his own emotions,
indulging only those which were useful on a particular occasion but for most of
the time he felt nothing. With such mastery it was simple to block the emotions
of others, an essential attribute when using his arcane power. Teaching High
Lord Coledran a lesson he would not forget for a long time had drained him and
he needed to rest and recoup his powers before returning to Sarrat’s side. It
would not be wise to show any weakness in front of his master but now his
control had slipped so that both his own and the boy’s feelings intruded into
his consciousness when all he sought was emptiness. Such feelings would have to
be expunged if they were not to interfere with carrying out the king’s wishes.


“What’s your name, boy?” he asked suddenly. Naming
your subject was the primary step to controlling them; it was the first lesson
any apprentice magician learnt.


“I don’t know, master,” replied the boy, his voice
muffled from behind the dark cloak.


Maladran was taken aback, how could he control that
which he could not name?  “What do you
mean you don’t know? Everyone has a name. What name did your parents give to
you?”


The boy’s voice became very small and a deep sense of
loss and loneliness invaded Maladran’s consciousness.


“I don’t know master, I can’t remember my parents.”


“Then what did they call you as kingsward? You must
have a name to be identified on your bonding papers.” A sudden spear of
remembered pain burnt across the magician’s mind reminding him of the number he
had seen seared by hot iron into the boys forearm. “The Stablemaster must have
called you something?”


“Yes, master, they named me Middin.”


Maladran could almost feel the boy slump in shame, the
little spark of spirit which had started to grow cringing further back inside
the boy at the humiliating label. Middin was no more a name than his kingsward
number and it was important that he knew the boy’s name. Perhaps a different
path of enquiry would loosen the boy’s obstinate tongue.


“How old are you, boy?”


“I don’t know, master. The Stablemaster told me I had
seen eight summers and was old enough to be whipped but I can only remember my
last days as kingsward and then my time as the middin boy”


Maladran’s annoyance grew. “I don’t suppose you
remember the crimes your father was executed for either?” he asked cruelly but
the boy didn’t reply. The situation angered him beyond reason; nobody ever
defied Maladran and especially not a cringing slip of a boy. “So you don’t
recall your name, your age or your parentage. Is there anything you do remember
about yourself or have you conveniently forgotten everything?”


“No, master,” replied the boy, too scared now by the
man’s anger to add anything else.


“Then perhaps some exercise will jog your memory and
loosen your tongue.”


He turned in the saddle and grabbed the boy’s arm,
swinging him from the back of the horse and depositing him roughly on the
ground without the horse once breaking pace. The boy stumbled and cut his knee
on the sharp stones of the flint and gravel road. He picked himself up,
confused as to what he was meant to do. Around him was forest and grassland and
in the distance the grey haze of a low line of hills stretched as far as he
could see.


The horse had not stopped moving so he fell in behind
it, stumbling when the roadway became more uneven and running every so often to
catch up with the tall gelding. Satisfied that he wouldn’t be disturbed the
Magician ignored the boy, the horse and everything else around him and pulled
the hood of his dark robe across his head blocking out all sight and sound. He
pulled the cloak tightly around his shoulders and withdrew into himself cutting
himself off from all feelings.


The boy followed behind close to tears, blood ran down
his shin from the cut on his knee and small stones scraped at the soles of his
bare feet. For a short time his hopes had risen and he had dared to dream that
his new master would care for him and give him a chance to show he was not lazy
or as bad as he had been told by others for as long as he could remember. He
wanted to please the man who had fed him and clothed him and let him ride his
fine horse but instead he had angered him by not being able to remember all
those simple things that any other boy could. 


Of course he could remember some things like the
hunger and the cold. He could remember being continually afraid in the
kingsward compound where the older boys would beat you if they thought you had
hidden a stale crust and warders would beat you for the sheer pleasure of doing
it. His hopes had risen when he had been sent to the High Lord’s estate but
that had ended in hours of toil under Tarris’s cruel hands. He could have told
his new master what it was like to be without hope but no master wanted to hear
about those things. The man thought he had lied and had pushed him away, not
caring if he followed or not but he wouldn’t give up. He had made himself a
promise that he wouldn’t give in so he would show him, he would still be there
when the man stopped.


The noon day sun broke through the overcast sky and then
fell away towards the horizon, falling behind the distant hills turning them
from grey to ochre and gold and then just a dark smudge as the light faded
behind them. Eventually the horse came to a stop on a grassy sward at the edge
of the road and dropped its head to nibble at the tender grass but the man
didn’t dismount or move. The boy stumbled to the horse’s side and waited with
his head bowed for the man to tell him what to do. His bare feet were bruised
and cut from the road and he shivered where an afternoon rain shower had soaked
him through. Despite that he felt proud that he had stuck to his resolve and kept
up with the horse so he could stand at his master’s side. He waited for a word,
good or bad or even the sharpness of the master’s hand would have done but the
man neither spoke nor moved.


After a while the boy decided that the man must be
waiting for him to say something so he found enough courage to look up. The man
wasn’t looking at him or anything else as far as he could see as his features
were hidden inside his hood. His hands were limp on the horse’s reins so that
only the gentle rise and fall of his shoulders showed that he was alive and
breathing. Swallowing his trepidation the boy stepped closer to study the man’s
face, hoping that his attention would attract his master’s notice and he would
be told what to do. Even with his eyes closed the magician had something about
him which commanded respect, although it was a respect born of fear rather than
admiration.


His features were sharp and chiselled but without
being gaunt. Straight, raven-black hair framed his face which was tanned and
not as pale as he had first thought. His lips were red as if he had been eating
berries and the boy was startled when he realised that the man’s lips were
moving as if he spoke to himself. Yet for all that, he made no sound. He wasn’t
sure if the man was asleep or in some sort of trance; he looked so different
from when he had first dared to look into his dark eyes and now the red stones
in the torc around his throat glowed like two baleful eyes.


The boy shifted his weight from one aching leg to the
other, not knowing what to do. It was starting to get dark and a cool breeze
was rustling the leaves on the trees sounding as if the forest edge was alive. If
he remained at the man’s side until he woke he would undoubtedly think him lazy
and would beat him, or worse send him away, but if he woke the man his reaction
was likely to be the same. Perhaps that was what the man wanted when he had
pushed him from his horse that morning.


Despite being pushed roughly from the horse and then being
ignored he didn’t want to be sent away, even if staying did mean a beating. If
he was to live he needed to belong somewhere and at least this man had shown
him more kindness than anyone else had for as long as he could ever remember. A
sudden resolve made him straighten his shoulders and take notice of his
surroundings. He would show the man he could be useful, he would make camp and
cook a meal and then the man might want to keep him after all.


Dark days in the squalid confines of the kingsward
compound where food had been thrown into a trough and fires had been strictly
forbidden, had done nothing to prepare the boy for setting up a camp in the
middle of the wilds. Neither had his experience of shovelling dung as a middin
boy been of much use although he’d watched the stable hands caring for the horses
and caring for a man couldn’t be that much different. Somewhere at the back of
his mind he knew he should know more but like so many other things they lay
hidden just beneath the surface, tantalisingly close but untouchable. What he
did know was that the Stablemaster always insisted the horses should be seen to
first, which seemed to him to be a good place to start.


Approaching the horse carefully as it continued to
nibble at the roadside grass he nervously took hold of the horse’s bridle and
slipped the reins from the man’s hand. When the horse raised its head he was
pleased to find the towering animal followed him without resistance. Carefully
he led the horse across the road to a grassy knoll backed by a thick stand of everleaf
trees. He’d heard the sound of running water from the road and with some
difficulty he pulled the horse through the trees to where a small stream tumbled
over a jumble of rocks. A small pool formed at one edge where a tree had fallen
at which the horse obligingly drank until it had taken its fill. The boy stood
ankle deep in the water letting its coolness soothe his bruises and abrasions
until the horse became restless. It started to move across the stream and further
into the woods and the boy followed until he found a clearing with spindly
woodland grass and enough room to move freely.


He looked around him, not sure if it would be best to
sleep in the woods or by the roadside. The horse seemed content enough so he
rummaged in the saddlebags until he found the hobble which he had seen
tethering the animal before and with some difficulty attached it to the horse
and removed its bridle. Being careful not to disturb the man, he lifted down
the saddle bags and pouches containing food and cooking equipment and placed
them in a neat pile.


As the middin boy he’d watched the stable hands
rubbing horses down when they came back from exercise with hay but there was
none in the small clearing so he pushed his way back through the trees until he
came to the roadway where he could pull up handfuls of dried grass. The grass
was tough and cut into his hands. He started to worry about leaving the horse
alone for so long so he took what he had and returned to the clearing. The
horse hadn’t moved and the boy gave a sigh of relief as he rubbed down the
parts of the horse he could reach. He knew it was not as good as using hay but
the horse seemed to like the attention and rubbed its nose against his shoulder
almost knocking him over.


By the time he’d finished his back ached and his arms
burnt with the effort but the bay horse looked contented as it munched at the
oats he had spread on the ground for it. Now he had to concentrate on the rest
of the camp which was becoming darker as the sun disappeared completely behind
the distant hills. He looked up from the pile of belongings and jumped as somewhere
nearby a sly hunter howled and a huge black sky flyer cawed raucously as it
settled down to roost. With a flash of panic the boy realised he had been
foolish and that the clearing would very quickly be in total darkness. He knew
he should have made a fire first and then dealt with the horse later but now
there was only a little time left and still so much for him to do. In
desperation he looked at the man still sitting, unmoving on his horse and a
part of him wished that he would wake up and tell him what to do whilst the
other part hoped he would stay asleep and not see how foolish he had been.


He put his tiredness to one aside and began the task
of building a fire circle of stones just as he had seen at the last camp.
Stones were plentiful by the stream side but he had to prise each one out of
its embedded position and then carry them to the clearing. His thin arms ached
and his tired legs shook as he put the last stone in place. He knew that the
fire circle had to be cleared of grass before he could light the fire but he
didn’t have a knife and he was afraid to take the one from the man’s belt in
case he woke him. Instead he did the only thing he could and stripped the turf
away with his bare hands. By the time he had finished his hands were bleeding and
in the distance more than one sly hunter was calling into the fast approaching
night.


Hurriedly he pulled the man’s possessions closer to
the circle of stones and untied the small leather bucket from the saddle so he
could fetch water from the stream. He crouched down on the smooth stones by the
stream’s edge letting the cold water run over his fingers, sooth his dirty,
aching hands and looked around him as the bucket filled. On the far side of the
stream he could just make out the grassy knoll where the horse had stopped. The
stand of trees in between looked dark and ominous with the last of the daylight
reaching only as far as the nearest trunks. Behind him on the other side of the
clearing the woods looked even darker. He needed to gather wood for the fire
and that meant he needed to go further into the dark woods where there would be
fallen branches. 


He shuddered; he was afraid of the dark. In the
kingsward compound darkness had been a time of danger and fear when long tailed
gnawers would scurry around where he lay, some of them running over his feet if
he kept too still. It was in the dark that the warders came into the compound and
he would hide in a small crevice between two stone walls whilst the men took
the older boys away. Only a few ever returned, bruised and bloody. The darkness
of the trees held the same kind of fear but like the terrors of the compound he
knew they couldn’t be avoided. With another shudder of apprehension he took the
full bucket back to the clearing and then stepped back into the darkness and
began the task of collecting fallen branches for the fire.


The fearful journey into the dark wood was made six
times. Each time he returned clutching a small armful of wood until the call of
a sly hunter made him stop and look around the darkening camp in alarm. The
call came from the right in the direction of the road and was close enough to
make the bay gelding move restlessly at its hobble. It whickered nervously as
another howl came from the left, answered by one even closer by.


He knew nothing about the ways of sly hunters although
he had once seen the marks of their fangs on two of the High Lord’s dead hounds
after a hunting party. He thought they must be something like the scavengers
which roamed the alleyways of the poor quarter at night and prowled outside the
kingsward compound. Sometimes one would get in and then there would be screams
and blood until someone came with a firebrand to chase the creature away. The
memory made him whimper in fear; he needed to have a fire desperately but had
no idea how to start it.


His hands shook as he stacked twigs and branches in
the fire circle in a close heap. He didn’t want to touch the man’s possessions
in case he thought he was a thief but he was so desperate he started to search
in the leather pouches for anything which might start a blaze but nothing seemed
familiar or suitable. More sly hunters joined the pack and called eagerly at
the edge of the camp, close enough for the horse to whinny and stamp in fear.
His panic grew as he tried to remember the little he knew about fire but he was
sure he had never seen one lit except once when dried grass was ignited by the
strike of a stallion’s hoof against stone cobbles.


Perhaps that’s what he needed, iron and stone. He
rummaged frantically through the man’s belongings, his desperate fingers untying
the pouches and scattering the contents across the ground until he found a
small black object which felt like metal. Desperately he scurried back to the
fire circle and pounded the metal against a grey river stone but nothing
happened. He tried again with the same result and once again as the shape of a
sly hunters became visible, slinking through the trees.


“Please light,” he cried frantically, tears of
frustration and anguish blurring his vision. “Please!” He struck the two
objects again, distraught by his failure as the horse screamed and danced away
from the grey creatures which closed in around it.



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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With a loud crash the fireball exploded in a flash of
brilliance which sent the pack of sly hunters scuttling away in confusion. The
boy cried out in surprise and staggered backwards, tripping on a branch poking
out of the circle of stones and sitting down hard on the loamy soil. A glowing
ball of flame rose in the air in front of him and slowly descended towards the
piled wood. He scuttled back nearly as hastily as the pack had done and watched
in awe as the ball of fire nestled in the centre of the fire circle and
instantly ignited the wood he had so desperately tried to light.


Confused by what he had seen the boy wiped away the
tears of panic with the back of his grubby hand, trying to understand what had
happened. He looked up and his confusion changed to terror as he cringed back
with a startled cry. Across the fire, his face tinged red from the dancing,
scarlet flames, stood the magician, his eyes deep set and the black pupils
alight with the reflection from the flames. His dark cloak mingled with the
shadows, making him appear part of them and only the glowing rubies in the gold
torc at his throat separated him from the darkness beyond.


“You should have called me, boy,” Maladran said in a
stern, accusing voice.


“I didn’t want to wake you, master.” The boy paused
for a moment gathering his courage, “and I thought I could be of some service
to you and then you .......” His voice trailed away to a whisper. He had been
foolish; how could he think that a small boy like him could be of use to such a
powerful lord?


Maladran looked around him, impressed by the boy’s
determination. After being curtly dismissed and walking all day on bare feet
the preparation of the camp must have pressed him to the limits of his endurance.
Maladran repressed a smile and felt an unaccountable pride in the boy’s achievements.


“You have done well enough boy, only next time don’t
try and start a fire with a whetstone; they are for sharpening swords and
knives and not for making sparks.” He walked around the fire to take the stone
from the boy’s hand and then dropped it amongst his scattered belongings. “And
never rifle through another man’s possessions in case he thinks you are a thief
and runs you through with his newly sharpened sword.”


“No, master.”


The man turned on the boy savagely, his annoyance at
his use of the hated title spilling over into anger. “And don’t ever call me
that again. I am a slave to no man and no man belongs to me and that includes
you, boy.” 


The boy’s lip trembled and his shoulders drooped at
the clear rejection. The magician felt the emotion as much as he saw it and was
torn between ending the disturbing, tenuous link between them or praising the
boy for his initiative. He settled on something in between.


“My name is Maladran.”


The boy gave a small cry and looked from the
unnaturally started fire back to the tall man, his rekindled fear touching the
magician like small pointed knives. So, even the lowest dregs of society knew
his name and feared his powers. Somehow the confirmation of this fact didn’t please
him as he thought it should and he realised he wanted this small grubby boy to
like him. He pushed the unwanted and worrisome thought from his mind.


“See, boy, now you know who I am you will be eager to
be free of me. The sooner we can clear up this mess the sooner we can eat and
sleep. Tomorrow we will reach my tower and the following day the city of
Tarmin, then you will be free of me. Now pack these things away whilst I see to
the horse and some food.”


Maladran turned away from the boy determined not to
notice his tears and pulled down every mental shutter he had against the boy’s
emotions. The magician threw himself into the task of preparing a meal from the
dried meat and vegetables he took from his saddlebag but still the boy’s
confused feelings intruded on his thoughts. He put the old battered cooking pot
over the burning logs, filled it half way with the water from the leather
bucket that the boy had filled and then unsaddled the horse and finished the
work that the boy had started.


It had been a long time since there had been somebody
to help him when he travelled on the king’s business or in his tower. He
chuckled to himself; volunteers to travel with him from the kingsguard or the
people of Tarmin were hard to find. With a final pat on his horse’s neck he
returned to the fire and ladled out two dishes of not very appetising stew for
the boy and himself. 


By the time the boy’s head nodded forward onto his
chest and the plate he had been holding slid slowly from his fingers Maladran
had made a decision. The boy was so thin and vulnerable and had felt so much
pain and fear in his few years of life that he couldn’t help feeling pity for
him. He knew what it was like to be alone but he had always had the love of the
goddess and his magic to protect him, even as a small child. This one had no
one to protect him from the horrors of the kingsward compound where he had
planned to return him. If he left him there alone he would more than likely die
of starvation or end up the property of some fat merchant which would be even
worse. The simple solution would be to arrange for the boy to be passed to
another for training, someone who would be too scared of his retribution to carry
out their duty with the Stablemaster’s harsh hand.


Satisfied with his decision he collected the horse
blanket from his pile of belongings and placed it at the far side of the fire by
the boy and then carefully rolled him over and laid him on the blanket. The boy’s
weight was nothing and his exhaustion so deep that he failed to stir, even when
Maladran placed the depleted sack of oats under the boy’s head and his own
cloak over his thin body. The night was cold but he wouldn’t miss his cloak
that much. With the good supply of wood the boy had gathered it would be easy to
keep a natural fire burning and later he had work to do which would provide its
own heat. He picked up the dishes and cooking pot and rinsed them in the
stream. There was no sign of the sly hunters returning so he pulled up some
flour roots which always grew near fresh running water and buried them in the
ashes at the edge of the fire for tomorrow’s breakfast. Listening to the boy’s
gentle breathing he waited for the moon to rise above the trees.


For most of the day he had been in a deep trance
cutting off the world around him and finding the peace which often eluded him
in the rare moments he slept. In his tranced state there was no one to make
demands of him, his power was quiescent and the dark side of his nature, which
became more dominant as his powers grew, was stilled. The escape had refreshed
his mind and had let him forget the price that he had paid so he could wear the
demon-engraved torc. The trance had renewed his powers but it had robbed him of
a day of living. In a trance he could not hear the birds sing, or see the green
leaves outlined against the sky or feel the touch of the cool wind on his skin.
He could not taste the sweetness of cold spring water or smell the fragrance of
the fresh grass, crushed beneath his horse’s hooves. In fact he might as well
have been dead. 


However the respite had been necessary even if it was
only to clear his mind of the smell of burning flesh that he had left behind in
High Lord Coledran’s Grand Hall. It had been an unpleasant way for his son to
die but necessary. He had also needed to regain his strength to resist the
demands of the powerful artefact he wore which whispered to him to abandon his
humanity in exchange for its power. The increased frequency with which he
needed to escape into a trance worried him as it became harder to completely
quell the torc’s seduction. He touched the metal band and wondered how its
previous owner had come to master the demon within and what words of wisdom he
would have for his student now. They were likely to be harsh words considering
he had murdered the old man.


The light of the full moon slanting between the trees cut
through his sombre thoughts and he looked to see if it was high enough in the
sky to start his night’s work. He sighed knowing that tomorrow he would
probably need to go into his tranced state again but he put the thought out of
his mind as he began to concentrate on the task ahead of him. Scrying had never
been one of his better skills, particularly an undetected scrying of a residue
image but it had to be done that way or the subject’s interfering and doddering
old guardians would detect his presence and might even attempt to block his
sight. With his plans for the future that would never do.


Carefully he removed a small silver globe, no bigger
than a breakfast egg from his saddle bag and held it at arm’s length as he
concentrated on the fire. He felt its flames burn against the back of his eyes
and the light sear the delicate nerves. When his mind was consumed by the
burning red light he closed his eyes slowly, dousing the flames in his mind until
not even the afterimage of the glowing coals remained. He opened his eyes again
to a blackness lit only by the silver light of the moon’s brilliance.


Slowly he raised his head to study the shining body
and felt its touch in his mind. When his mind was full of the white glare he
pulled his eyes away from the moon and fixed them on his own metal globe held
at an arm’s span away and pushed the light from his mind. The silver ball, a miniature
of the one which hung in the sky and his own, floated in the air above his outstretched
hands, steady except for the slightest quiver. Maladran adjusted his position
as coloured images wrapped around the silver globe before being absorbed into
its structure.


“Daun,” he whispered in a voice cold with malice.


The silver globe vibrated and grew, its surface
stretching to become a swirl of white and greys, splitting into random colours
which formed and reformed until the moiling surface stabilised into an image of
perfect clarity. It was a room of considerable luxury. Delicate blanchwald
furniture, polished to a sheen with intricate carvings filled the sunlit room.
Delicately woven drapes of wine and peach were pulled open to reveal a long
crystal-paned door with a colourful garden beyond. A deep blue carpet of soft
wool covered the entire floor, giving the room an air of comfort and warmth.
Bright pictures hung on the walls in guilt frames and a small glass chandelier
caught the sunlight sending rainbow colours across the walls. But it was not
the room’s contents which interested the magician.


In the centre of the room, on the deep blue carpet sat
a small child in a carefully embroidered robe of white silk and lace frills.
The tiny flowers of brilliant sky blue seemed dull compared to the child’s
sparkling eyes and the sunlight which slanted through the crystal doors
appeared tarnished next to the gold of her curly, shoulder-length hair. Pink
cheeks, as delicate as passion fruit, glowed against creamy skin and her parted
lips would shame the deepest red berry in the forest. Her features were fine
and delicate and although she was only in her fourth summer, there was no
mistaking the graceful and beautiful woman she would grow to be.


“She’s beautiful,” said the boy in awe and wonder.


For a moment the image wavered as the magician cast a
brief glance at the boy who sat up wrapped in his cloak. He turned his
attention back to the image, steadying it and studying it intently.


“Who is she?”


Maladran struggled to hold the image steady. It was
difficult to focus his sight on what had taken place hours previously and
converse at the same time in the present. “Her name is Daun but her beauty is
deceptive. Watch.”


A small grey kittling, soft and fluffy and with a
plaited red leather collar lay curled asleep in her lap. The little girl looked
around to make sure nobody was watching and gave an impish grin before hooking
her fingers beneath the red collar and quickly jumping to her feet, allowing
the kittling to dangle by its noose only inches from the ground. The unfortunate
creature gave a startled yowl, cut short as its tormentor swung it from side to
side, laughing with a perverse joy as the yowl turned into a choking splutter.


As if realising she was strangling the poor creature
she let it regain its feet but only long enough for it to gasp a breath before
she yanked it into the air again, laughing delightedly at its terrified squeal.
After her third repetition of this game the girl became bored and still
dangling the choking kitlling by its collar she walked purposely through the
open doors and into the sunlit garden beyond. She looked around to see who else
was in the confines of the garden and then set off again, her destination
obvious.


“No!” cried the boy, staring at the image in horror. “The
kittling will drown.”


“Wait and watch,” warned Maladran.


The little girl skipped brightly to the edge of a
large decorative pond where water lilies bloomed at the centre and turquoise
dragon-flies skimmed its surface and with a mighty swing flung the kittling as
far into the centre of the pond as she could manage. The unfortunate creature
hit a water lily pad with a thwack and stayed afloat long enough to gasp a much
needed breath before it disappeared beneath the surface. It bobbed up again
showing a small wet head with terrified eyes and a soundlessly gaping mouth.
Daun screamed in frustration at the creature’s audacity which immediately
brought the attentions of the garden boy who was tending a nearby flower bed.
He ran to her side and on seeing the drowning kittling pulled off his sandals
to wade in to save the drowning animal.


Her scream had brought others to the scene as well and
she stepped back from the wall around the pond once she had given the garden
boy long enough to take a few paces through the water. Picking her moment to
perfection she burst into tears just as a burly man in dark breaches and
leather jerkin reached her. From her crying and tear stained face he
immediately concluded what had taken place.


Without hesitation or caring for his fine leather
boots he waded into the pond and fished the bedraggled kittling out with a
large callused hand. When he turned back his face was scarlet with anger and in
three strides his other hand had clasped the startled garden boy around his arm
and dragged him out of the water. The kittling was dead, his young mistress was
crying broken-heartedly and his boots were ruined. In his mind there was no
doubt who the culprit was. In cold fury the man withdrew his thick leather belt
and lay into the garden boy with a ferocity which was savage.


“No, that’s not fair, he didn’t do anything,” cried
the boy as the image faded from the globe, leaving him with the final glimpse
of the beautiful child’s satisfied smile.


“Beauty is never fair,” said Maladran, “and people are
always taken in by it without seeing what is beneath. They prefer it to the
ugly truth of life and reality. Remember that as you do your next master’s
bidding and you may yet live long enough to reach manhood. Now sleep, we both
have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”


The boy turned over pulling the magician’s cloak over
his head, not wanting him to see the tears that were forming. The man had made
it clear he had no intention of keeping him but he didn’t understand why he had
gone to the trouble of rescuing him from the Stablemaster’s dog whip and Tarris’s
cruelty if he was just going to hand him on to someone else. It made him feel
like a piece of baggage or an unwanted dog. Did he not know that one master
would be much the same as another? 


Maladran took a last look at the boy and returned to
his place by the fire putting the globe back into the saddle bag, stretched out
and rested his head on the hard leather saddle. He had felt the pain of the boy’s
despair before sleep had obscured his feelings and was disturbed by the effect
they were having on him. It was unfortunate that the boy had seen his scrying,
it had clearly upset him and he was even sorry for his sharp and pointed retort
but it couldn’t be helped. He turned irritably away from the fire, unable to
get comfortable.


Hellden have him, he even felt sympathy for the boy,
feelings which had been dormant since the early days of his own apprenticeship.
The magician shrugged the feelings away. He supposed he was tired from his
journey and the night’s activity and was over sensitive. One thing was certain,
he couldn’t continue to allow the boy’s emotions to impose themselves on him so
the sooner he could be bound to a new master the better.


The boy muttered in his sleep and Maladran rolled his
shoulders in discomfort feeling the same prickling unease he had felt before
when he had first seen the boy. It seemed that even in his sleep there was
something in the boy reaching out to him but such contact should have been
impossible. Only Yarrin had possessed the level of power to touch his mind and he
was dead, yet there it was again, something in the boy was disturbing him. The
boy cried out again, louder and more urgently this time and rolled over in his
sleep tangling himself in the cloak.


Maladran sat up, the feeling of unease increasing so
that his skin prickled and his stomach knotted with tension. Random thoughts
battered at his mind as he stared into the fire; they were not his own thoughts
but the boy’s. He stood up shaking his head. This was intolerable and could not
be allowed to continue. To stop this he had to get control of the boy and for
that he had to know his name. Maladran crossed to where the boy lay entangled
in the cloak and whimpering in the throes of a nightmare. His sudden scream
made Maladran wince as the sound cut across his frayed nerves. He put his hand on
the boy’s shoulder to wake him and the boy’s eyes shot open as he tried to
scuttle way from the man’s touch.


“Steady boy, be quiet now,”


He could feel the boy shake beneath his restraining
hand and his heart pounding at an alarming rate. Sweat ran down the boy’s face
and body and his skin was cold and clammy. Maladran helped him to untangle the
cloak and guided him closer to the fire. Not sure what else he could do he sat
down next to the boy and held him for a long time until his breathing slowed.
When he had stopped shaking Maladran left him to put more wood on the fire and
returned with two bowls and some small packets he had taken from his saddlebags.
He filled both of the bowls with hot water that had been heating in the pot and
added some herbs from a grey packet to them and some other herbs and a dollop
of honey to the one he held out for the boy to drink. Maladran sat opposite the
boy and sipped at the hot, bitter liquid.


“Was it the same nightmare as before?”


“It’s always the same.”


“Tell me,” Maladran commanded and then more gently, “These
things are often better when they are shared.”


“I can’t,” replied the boy hesitantly. “I can’t
remember what I dream only the feelings afterwards.”


Maladran sat back on his heels frowning and studied
the boy for a while. He had encountered this problem before; an event so
traumatic that the mind blocked out its existence, only releasing it piece by
piece through dreams until the subject could face what had happened to them.
Sometimes it took years but there was a quicker way.


“Would you like to remember?”


“Will I remember everything?” said the boy looking
surprised and slightly scared.


“Probably but not all at once. Firstly you will
remember what caused your nightmares and in remembering they will stop. After
that things will come back to you piece by piece until you remember everything.”
The boy still looked doubtful. “Don’t you want to remember who you are?”


“Will it hurt?”


Maladran found himself smiling. “No it won’t hurt
although you may feel a little confused when you first remember who you are but
you can do something to stop that happening. When you wake the first thing you
must do is tell me all about yourself, starting with your name.”


The boy nodded in acquiescence and Maladran crossed to
the other side of the fire and sat down beside him. Returning a person’s memory
or letting them relive a dream was as easy as blocking their memory and much
more permanent. Both were processes which he’d practised may times. It was a
simple case of entering their mind and setting or releasing the lock which held
their store of recollections in thrall. To restore a memory only required a
quick mind probe, often with only the tiniest bit of magic. With a willing
subject it was only mildly tiring and the recipient was always inordinately
grateful and very occasionally overwhelmingly emotional. He assumed the boy
would fall into the first category or at least he hoped as much, he was far too
weary to give comfort to a distraught child.


“Close your eyes, boy.”


The boy closed his eyes and almost instantly opened
them again. “I’m scared,” he said in a small voice.


Maladran knew he was, he could feel the boy’s
emotions, timid and anxious. It wasn’t like his previous fear, the terror of
pain and being abused but a fear of being lost and alone. Somehow it touched
something within Maladran from his own childhood.


“There is nothing to be scared about, I will be with
you.” He took the boy’s cold hands and smiled encouragingly. “Now close your
eyes.”


Maladran closed his own eyes and sought the darkness
in his mind which was the vessel of his power. He pushed thoughts and feelings
aside, even awareness of his senses ceased to exist as the dark void grew to
consume all his being. Within the darkness a soft light began to glow; the
focus of his power, formless but intense and ready to do his bidding. With
practised ease he moved the light from his own mind and pushed it outwards, slowly
and gently towards the boy.


For a moment there was an unaccustomed resistance and
the light wavered and retreated back towards the void as if some unknown force
within the boy had warned it away. The void in Maladran’s mind was thick with
power and he thrust the light impatiently forward where it wavered irresolutely
before being snatched into the boy’s mind like something being torn from him.


The thick power he held in the void recoiled and
dissipated, leaving him dizzy and strangely empty. The sensation lasted for
only a moment before a new awareness took its place. Against everything which
was possible his own senses were being penetrated. He could hear the wind in
the trees and the impatient stirring of a horse, he could smell wood smoke and
the metallic, salty taste of fresh blood. Although it was impossible he could
feel the touch of a man’s hand, long strong fingers and rein-callused palms. He
recoiled with the shock as he realised it was the boy’s senses he was feeling
and not his own. Somehow the focus of his power had pulled him into the boy’s
mind so he could see and feel all the boy saw and felt. He knew he had to
withdraw before the link with the boy became too strong but shapes were forming
before his eyes and the moment to retreat was gone.


The shapes became more solid but still the vision did
not clear. He breathed deeply to impose more control on the boy’s mind and then
coughed violently as acrid smoke filled his lungs and stung his eyes and tears
ran down his face. The sound of burning wood and falling timbers overwhelmed
all other sound except the clash of steel and the screams of men as they
battled and fought. Hot salty blood ran down his face and into his mouth and he
went to wipe it away but it was not his own blood but that of a woman who held
him protectively in her arms. Through the smoke and the blood he could just
make out a pristine figure in white, still alive and his body unmarked except
for the bloody stumps of his wrists where his hands had once been.


He tried to reach out to him but in an instant time
had passed and he was no longer there. The fires no longer burnt although wisps
of smoke from charred timbers drifted by and the arms that held him were cold
and stiff. Crackling flames had been replaced by cackling carrion feeders come
to feast on the dead and the taste of blood had dried bitter in his mouth. In
an indignant flurry of wings the black flyers retreated from their meal as a
solitary horse and rider in bronze and leather armour entered the scene of
carnage. He felt fear now like never before and cringed back as far as the
unyielding corpse would allow. Despite his efforts a whimper escaped his lips
and then a strong hand was taking his and lifting him from the corpse’s embrace
to a place high above the ground on the quarters of a large, black war-horse.


From that precarious height there was no escaping the
vision of horror spread in a circle around him. Men and women hacked down and
butchered, children disembowelled and dwellings burnt to the ground. On the
ground at the man’s feet lay the woman whose arms he had been pulled from, the
remains of her torn clothes soaked in the blood from the gash in her throat,
her pale eyes staring sightlessly at the sky. The horseman cursed, mounted his
horse and turned away from the scene of carnage, using his cloak to shield the
child from the horror around them.


Then a new sound filled his hearing. He was still
facing the man’s back but now the man stood with legs braced and a short sword
drawn in each hand. Facing him in clear view were twelve soldiers, dressed in
dark flowing robes, armed with long curved swords and grimly determined. They
studied their quarry for the first sign of attack, their eyes flicking passed
the warrior to where he stood, cowering behind his protector. A new kind of
fear washed over him and took him by surprise. This was not fear for himself
but for the man and intermingled with the fear was trust and love. A shout of
defiance escaped the man’s lips as the soldiers rushed forward and the warrior
stepped up to meet them.


His arms hurt and his head swam dizzily as if it had
been shaken violently and something had come loose. Beneath his tightly closed
eyelids, his eyes were gritty and stung as if he had been crying for a long
time. Someone yanked hard on his hair, pulling his head back and forcing him to
open his eyes. The scene had changed although there had been no sense of time
passing. He looked around at the grey stone courtyard with its raised platform
and sturdy crossed poles driven into the stone.


Maladran shuddered; he recognised the place and knew
what happened between those crossed poles. He felt fear building inside of him,
tensing his muscles and increasing his heart rate and realised that it was now his
own fear he was feeling and not the boy’s. His control had returned with the
boy’s confusion, giving him the chance to withdraw but before he could grasp
the focus of his power a commotion caught the boy’s attention and he was swept
away again on a tide of the boy’s emotions.


The guards harried their prisoner forward, quieting
his struggles with a blow to his gut which made him cough and retch. They
dragged him onto the platform and fastened his hands and ankles to the leather
thongs at each end of the crossed poles. It was the warrior, stripped and
blooded from his capture and with a long bloody wound from thigh to knee. The
boy struggled against those who held him, not caring that the grip on his arm
could break his bones, intent only on getting to the man. Frantic emotions
tumbled from him; love for the man who had tried to protect him, guilt that he
was the cause of the man’s humiliation and a furious anger that he could do
nothing to help.


Viciously the guards pulled the leather thongs tighter
until the naked man was spread to his limits and could not move. Maladran was
assailed by emotions, the guards’ sadism, the warrior’s terror and the boy’s
fear but they were nothing compared to the horror of his own feelings. He knew
what would happen next and even if the boy never remembered his past he would
not let him watch what was going to happen. Using all his skill and strength
the magician took hold of the focus of his power and began pulling it from the
boy’s mind as fast as he dare. The light moved, the scene froze and became dim
and the raging tide of emotions faded but his hold was a tenuous one and the
boy would not let go. A scream tore away the focus from his grasp and the scene
returned in vivid detail.


It was the boy’s scream and his scream and the man’s
scream joined into one as the executioner’s razor edged knife slit the man’s
flesh from gullet to groin in a single stroke. He rested his knife on the man’s
throat whilst blood poured down his body before the knife was used again to
slice across his abdomen, spilling grey entrails in its wake.


The warrior’s pain and terror were unbearable but the
boy would not release him, holding him trapped in the scene whilst pain and
emotions tore him apart and threatened his sanity. The executioner rested his
knife for a moment on the man’s extended genitals and when the knife cut again
even the guards turned away from the mutilation but they held the boy so that
the mercy of that escape was denied him. The warrior arched in one last
contortion of agony and the boy gave a scream of despair before everything went
black. 


Maladran was ejected from the boy’s mind with such
force that the focus of power was instantly extinguished, plunging him into darkness
and only the boy’s scream of  “Jonderill!”
echoed across the void.


~    ~   
~   ~   ~
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     Maladran
slipped into the room from his hidden entryway like a shadow. He emerged from
behind a silk and brocade drape which was heavy enough to disguise his entrance
but light enough not to bulge noticeably as he pushed passed its rich folds.
Stepping to the side, he took up one of his preferred positions in the lee of a
pillar where the polished stonework reflected the light of hundreds of candles which
lit the great hall but left him in the shadows. As usual none had noted his
arrival, being too occupied with pushing themselves forward into the centre of
the hall. They knew that standing in a shaded corner was no way to attract your
liege’s attention when he held court.


If there had been someone else present hiding in the
shadowed corners of the audience chamber, either through disgrace or devious
designs, he would have emerged further down the hall. There was a space between
the walls of the great hall and the treasury room which allowed him undisturbed
passage and from there he would have watched them carefully to see what
knowledge could be gained of their intentions. Unbeknown to those present there
had been several occasions when he had taken such advantage, to the dismay and
downfall of any who would plot against the king. He alone was aware that much
of what people claimed to be his gift of magic was merely the fruits of careful
observation and the sharp wits to take advantage of others indiscretions. If
they had asked he could have explained this to the court and eased their
suspicion of him but it did no harm for the cringing courtiers to fear him and
keep him at a distance.


Now he observed them from behind the iron throne as
they paid court to the king of Leersland and his contempt for them remained
unchanged. From his position they resembled a waddling flock of coolly birds,
all feathers and frills of cascading, garish colours. Their fine silks, imported
from across the great ocean to the far south, held the radiance of the
candlelight in a display of intermingled hues. It was a pity that the subtle
effect was ruined by the thousands of gemstones sewn into the silk, many of
them poor imitations, which snatched at the light and cast it back in jagged
beams. Their resemblance to the placid and stupid coolly bird did not stop with
their fine plumage. Those at the rear, the least of the flock, periodically
stood on their tip toes and craned their necks forward and sideways in as much
of an effort to be seen as to see what was going on. Those at the centre, who
had a much better view of proceedings, gathered together in small clutches and
bent their heads in a huddle as they
clucked and squawked about the proceedings
before them.


They were the flock, the crumb peckers and blade
fodder when sacrifices had to be made for the good of the kingdom. The real
cocks of the roost stood in the front row, their plumage so brilliant it put
the others into the shade and their gesturing and strutting so comical that
Maladran had difficulty controlling his laughter.


Slightly in front of the three Great Lords of the
realm stood a man of no less physical stature or gaudy refinery but who
appeared shrunken and cowed. Lord Andron jabbed a finger at him making him
cringe further whilst one of the others appealed to the figure on the raised
dais for justice. Meanwhile the other Great Lord pushed the visibly shaking
sacrifice forward and then stepped back as if to touch the man would
contaminate him.


Maladran watched dispassionately; it was all a sham of
course, a charade, a game invented by the powerful houses to deflect attention
from their own activities. If it meant that one of their own number disappeared
from view every now and then what did it matter? One less noble family meant
more land for the sons of those who remained. By now the subject of their
accusations, the young Lord Tulreth, was cringing so much that he had fallen to
his knees with his forehead touching the floor.


The magician allowed himself a very small smile, he
had seen terrified coolly birds roll over and die at this stage before but this
one looked stronger than most and would likely survive the ordeal long enough to
feel the full force of the king’s justice. Maladran moved suddenly, almost surprising
himself with his decision to show himself and intervene. It was something he
rarely did when the king was holding court and passing judgment. The changes
which had come over him during his journey had made him feel magnanimous
towards the man, besides which he had waited long enough to talk to Sarrat.
Apart from anything it would give him considerable satisfaction to put the
three pompous Great Lords firmly back into their places, grovelling at the feet
of the king and, of course, the king’s magician. He sauntered towards the dais
and instantly drew the king’s attention to him.


With an imperious wave the powerfully built man on the
throne commanded immediate silence. It took no magician to sense his annoyance
and impatience with his courtier’s bickering. With just two words he sent the
gaggling flock scattering in all directions and the soldiers of the kingsguard
opened the side doors of the Great Hall to let the panicking coolly birds
escape. Only Lord Tulreth remained where he was, under armed guard in the
centre of the room with his brow pressed to the floor and his buttocks in the
air.


It was one of the things Maladran admired the most
about King Sarrat, his absolute control over the lords who gave him their
fealty. He also admired Sarrat’s strength of purpose and his determination
which had gained him the throne. Manoeuvring his way from the lowly position of
a disgraced lord’s third son to the position of High Lord had taken daring and
courage.


That had been nothing though compared to his
successful bid for the throne which had been a masterpiece of audacity and
planning. It was there that Maladran’s admiration ceased. The king was a clever
and ambitious man, but all his strongest attributes had led to bloodshed and he
cared not if his commands caused the death of his enemies or the innocent.
Whilst Maladran was not averse to dealing with the removal of others when it
was necessary he only did so to honour his vows to the king and only once had he
killed someone in pursuit of his own ambitions.


Maladran might not like the man who sat on Leersland’s
throne but he couldn’t escape the hold the king had over him. For the present,
whilst his powers continued to grow under Sarrat’s patronage, he was content to
let the situation rest. Sarrat’s rise to power had been his rise too but his
support of Sarrat had cost him his freedom and he was now as much the king’s
slave as if he had been bound to his service since childhood. He resented the
hold Sarrat had over him even though it was the way it was with his kind. Only
a king’s protection could give Federa’s initiate the chance to study and obtain
mastership of their arcane power in safety but in return they became the
property of the ruling monarch.


The alternative was to practice in secret, hoping to
become proficient and able to protect themselves before they were discovered by
the spies of one of the other five kingdoms. If they failed the end was
invariably the same, loss of both hands and inevitable death for the initiate
and anyone who had helped them.  The
common people feared those with the power but not as much as kings did. A
master magician at the height of his powers was always considered far too
dangerous to the security of the six kingdoms to be left to his own devices and
so the decision to live and serve Sarrat had not been a difficult one. Maladran
had seen the way others just coming to their powers had died and that held
little appeal compared to being a great man’s property.


When he had pledged obedience to Sarrat the man had
not actually been the ruling monarch, or even for that matter High Lord. He’d
just been the youngest son of a minor lord who had fallen from the king’s
favour and as such had little prospect of dying from natural causes. Sarrat had
done the only thing he could, he had found himself an ally although their
association would have had them both horribly executed if King Malute or his
magician, Yarrin, had found them out. However Sarrat had been more than willing
to take the chance of discovery knowing he needed Maladran’s power behind him
if he were to survive. Similarly the young magician needed Sarrat’s ambitions
to be fulfilled in order to lay claim to the secret of Yarrin’s unrivalled
power.


The price of achieving their ambitions had been high
on both of them. Nothing remained of the pleasant young man Sarrat had once
been and his continuing patronage had cost Maladran the life of every acolyte
he had brought to initiateship. Sarrat’s fight for survival had turned him into
a hard man who would have no one stand against him. It was one of the reasons he
had given Maladran the degrading but necessary duties of king’s soul searcher
and occasionally, executioner. Despite that it had been worth the sacrifices to
find out how Yarrin could call on the power which lay beyond the arcane without
going mad. Once he had taken this knowledge further and had become the power’s
master he would have no need to wear the collar around his neck. He would be
the most powerful of all magicians and Sarrat would no longer own him.


He pulled himself from his contemplations as the last
courtier waddled from the Great Hall and stepped further forward from the
shadows into the full exposure of bright candlelight. The kingsguard looked
uneasy at his sudden appearance and fingered their weapons nervously. He
ignored their reaction and walked purposefully towards the figure on the dais,
his eyes fixed on the king and only his long dark robe making a sound as it
trailed across the polished stone floor. At the foot of the dais Maladran
inclined his head in a brief nod. From anyone else it would have been
considered an insult worthy of punishment but Sarrat accepted it, albeit with
some annoyance. He might be king but he still needed his arrogant and powerful
magician.


Maladran remained standing; he had always refused to
prostrate himself at the king’s feet to demonstrate either his loyalty or his
subservience and wisely Sarrat had never insisted. The magician watched his
lord, a smile of greeting curling the corner of his mouth but leaving his dark
eyes cold and unaffected whilst he judged the king’s mood. He waited in
silence, knowing the king expected him to speak first and watched for Sarrat’s
volatile temper to reach the edge of explosion before stepping in with the
expected courtesy.


“I’m at your service, My Lord.” As always he had
gauged Sarrat’s mood to perfection, dangerously using the familiar form of
address which would not be tolerated from anyone else.


“You’re late; my guards tell me you returned yesterday.”


Maladran looked contrite in mock appeasement. “That’s
true but I hardly thought Your Majesty would care to share my dust and grime
from the road as well as the information your humble servant carries.”


Sarrat gave a burst of cynical laughter but a genuine
smile of pleasure creased his face, momentarily softening the hard features. He
stood and descended the three steps from the dais, throwing an arm around the
magician’s shoulder and guiding him towards one of the Great Hall’s many doors.


“Since when have you been a humble anything?” he
questioned with a laugh. “If I remember rightly the last time I reminded you of
your lowly position you threatened me with brewer’s droop for a year.”


“Ah yes,” replied Maladran, remembering the heated
argument over the wardship of a lord’s pretty, orphaned daughter, “but as I
recall you were threatening to have me castrated like a common slave at the
time.”


Sarrat laughed with a malicious glint in his eye
whilst a kingsguard opened the door to allow the two men to pass through into a
small private room decorated with considerable comfort and style. “But she was
such a pretty wench wasn’t she Maladran?”


“She was indeed My Lord and from what I hear she has
turned out to be a woman of exceptional beauty who is loved and honoured by her
husband and three children. It would have been a great pity to despoil such
delicate fruit for a few nights pleasure, especially when there are always so
many others more willing.”


“So I recall you counselling me at the time, only
threatening me with the pox was taking your point too far.”


“So was threatening to take my balls,” retorted
Maladran.


Both men laughed at their past encounter although at
the time it had been no laughing matter. The king poured two silver goblets
full of deep, red wine and handed one to the magician, indicating him to be
seated. Maladran chose a hard wooden chair without any padding but supporting a
magnificently carved high back of entwined dragons. It was his usual place,
half in the shadows with the sun behind him. Sarrat chose a more comfortable
chair which seemed to wrap around his short but muscular frame, giving the
magician the advantage of both height and light.


“Well, will High Lord Coledran return to my court?”
Sarrat asked when he was settled.


“Most certainly, My Lord. Surprisingly the illness
which kept him from your presence appears to have been genuine; I found him
barely able to walk and for most of the time incoherent.


“He’s been like that since the night we took the
throne,” laughed Sarrat.


“True, but for once this was not due to a surfeit of
red wine. However he will recover rapidly now, although he has found the cure a
most bitter one to swallow.” Sarrat raised an eyebrow in question. “Even as we
speak your will has been made known to the High Lord although I regret that his
only son will be unable to follow him to court as he is no longer heir to the
family name. That honour will have to go to another.”


Sarrat gave a cackle of laughter and clapped his hands
together in pleasure. “You never cease to amaze me, Maladran. I send you on a
diplomatic mission to see why the High Lord has absented himself from my
scrutiny and you return with the old man put firmly in his place, his ambitious
son dealt with and Coledran’s house sufficiently weakened that they no longer
pose a threat. All that without a single sword being drawn. You are truly a
great magician.”


“I live to serve,” bowed Maladran mockingly.


The king
narrowed his eyes as he considered the magician’s tone but decided to ignore
the veiled insult. “What about the girl, did she have anything to do with the
High Lord’s illness?” Maladran shook his head. “Has she remembered who she is
yet?”


Maladran shook his head again. He’d been in the throne
room the night Sarrat had killed King Malute and he’d placed the memory block
on Malute’s only child, a four year old daughter. It was a night he tried to
forget; his treachery and the blood of his friend and mentor still disturbed
his dreams. Yarrin had been old and slow but if he’d wanted to he could have
let Yarrin die with dignity instead of crippling his body and then destroying
his mind. He would never forget the look in the old man’s eyes as he took the
torc from Yarrin’s neck and ripped the focus of his power from his mind.


It had taken the most powerful magician only minutes
to die but those minutes were full of a raving madness which must have made Yarrin’s
last moments stretch to eternity. Maladran’s horror at what he had done at
Sarrat’s command was such that he’d had to find a way to appease his guilt and
so he had persuaded Sarrat to spare the life of Malute’s daughter. It still
amazed him that Sarrat had agreed, placing her in the care of his trusted
friend and co-conspirator, Coledran, the newly appointed High Lord of
Leersland.


“And was the boy really poisoning his father?” Sarrat
asked, interrupting Maladran’s morbid thoughts.


“That is what your soul searcher will tell your court,
that he confessed.”


“That wasn’t what I asked but never mind, you have
done well and I am pleased. “Now tell me, what did you think of this morning’s
little charade?” He leaned forward eagerly, referring to the accusations of the
three Great Lords against their lower status fellow. “Is the man plotting
against me or is there something more sinister going on in which the others are
involved?”


“I regret I only heard the end of the argument so I am
unable to make a sound and reasoned judgment.”


Sarrat snapped out a cynical laugh. “I sat through a
morning of their arguments and I still can’t make a sound and reasoned judgment.
They obviously lie, all four of them, but somewhere in their claims of wrong
doings, plots and counterplots there must be a grain of truth.”


“Certainly, My Lord, every lie once grew from a grain
of truth; the problem is, as always, finding it under a mountain of chaff.”


“Perhaps your torturing could be used to dig the truth
out of Tulreth?” suggested Sarrat with a wry grin.


Maladran returned the smile, well used to this little
game. “As My Lord knows I am a man of peace and gentle persuasion. If you wish
to use force to find answers then you must find one who is not sworn to the
service of the goddess Federa.”


“Come Maladran, everybody knows of your skill as a
seeker of the truth.”


“You are mistaken, My Lord, however if you command my
services I will use my soul searching ability but I think it would be unnecessary
in this case. The three lords have chosen to accuse one whose land lies
adjacent to their own and is therefore desirable. Whilst the High Lord is
absent from court and unable to keep them in check, they have made their move
against the unfortunate man. Such a matter will not occur again when the High
Lord Coledran returns to his duties.”


“So in the meantime what do you suggest I do with
Tulreth? I can hardly leave him kissing the floor in the Great Hall.”


“It would be seen as an act of nobility and clemency
to return the lord to his estates unharmed.”


“Rubbish! It would be seen as an act of weakness.”


“Perhaps but then again some might see it as the move
of a strong king in an unassailable position. At some other time, when you need
a favour from Tulreth, your mercy could reap a valuable harvest.”


Sarrat laughed viciously. “You have a devious mind
Maladran and I shall think about your proposal.”


He toyed with his empty goblet and gave his magician a
long appraisal. Sometimes the magician’s behaviour troubled him. He could be as
hard and as ruthless as any man but when it came to inflicting pain or taking a
life without just cause he displayed a streak of mercy which bordered on
cowardice. Compassion was a weakness which didn’t fit well with his need to
have a strong ally at his side and would have to be curbed in the magician if
he were to be of continued use.


Thoughtfully he stood and crossed the wooden panelled
room to pour himself another goblet of wine. It was early in the day for a
second goblet but it helped him find solutions to irritating problems which
threatened to interfere with the smooth running of his kingdom. He opened the
shutters of the largest window and allowed the sunlight of a glorious noontide
to flood inside the room, making the priceless silk rugs glow in the natural
light.


The brilliant rays fell across the black hair and dark
robe of the magician, removing his shadowy security and making him aware of the
timbre of Sarrat’s thoughts. Being in the king’s disfavour no longer caused him
the concern it once had but one had to be careful when dealing with someone who
was both powerful and paranoid.


Standing at the casement, Sarrat took in a view of
breathtaking beauty. Green fields, lush with spring rain lay in a patchwork of
colour, interspersed with the rich brown of newly ploughed fields left fallow
until the turn of the year. The land spread like an exotic quilt into the
distance where the faintest ribbon of blue separated Leersland from Vinmore. It
was his favourite view of the kingdom, lacking the harshness of the distant
glow of red deserts or the greyness of the granite mountains which could be
seen from the southern and northern sides of his fortress.


Each green field in his sight would hold fine horses
or fat cattle or yield crops enough to feed the population of Leersland twice
over but for all its beauty and wealth it contained one flaw, the land across
the Blue River was not part of it. The rich land of Vinmore was not his and he
was a greedy man. He closed the shutters and turned back to the magician.


“And how fares my neighbour across the Blue River? I
dare say you have used the full moon to scry on my wife to be.”


Maladran cringed slightly at the thought of the match
between his bullish master and the small, golden haired child. By the time she
was old enough to wed he would be a middle aged man. Their union would be an
obscenity which he would have opposed except that the political alliance he had
suggested to his master would prevent a war and untold bloodshed and
destruction.


“The kingdom prospers under the rule of King Steppen
as it always has. The vines will be heavy with grapes and the trees laden with
fruit again this summer and the people continue to be happy and content, as
they have been since the naming of the princess.”


“Ah yes, the Princess Daun. Is she still growing into
the most beautiful flower which has ever bloomed and are her thorns becoming sharp
and fierce?”


Maladran had a passion for flowers and found the
reference to the perversion of such natural beauty distasteful. For a moment he
must have let his feelings show on his face as Sarrat gave a mocking laugh.


“Don’t go soft on me, magician, remember that taking
the child as my wife was all your idea and your doing. I’m still happy to move
across the Blue River with my army and take Vinmore by force.”


It was true, it had all been his plan, like all the
other plans he had devised which had put Sarrat on the throne of Leersland and
now held him there. In truth he had devised the strategy to take Vinmore
peacefully but only in order to prevent a beautiful kingdom from being pillaged
and its population being raped and murdered rather than to satisfy Sarrat’s
avarice. Not that he would tell him that. He hadn’t done it out of any sympathy
for Vinmore’s monarchs either, although their goodness and patience couldn’t be
denied. He wondered what it would be like to serve a good king and live without
the constant fear of Sarrat’s violent temper.


Steppen and Althea had waited eleven summers for the
birth of their first child and in all that time Steppen had remained faithful
to his wife and never once sought to provide the kingdom with an heir outside
of his wife’s bed. Whether she too had confined her love making to her own bed was
a matter of conjecture and there were whispered rumours of a dalliance with her
husband’s neighbour and ally. When she finally gave birth to an heir, her
husband and the entire kingdom had rejoiced.


Invitations to the naming celebrations had been sent
to every nobleman far and wide, which in Sarrat’s case was a mistake as it only
reminded him of the lands he could see from his window but couldn’t have. It
was fortunate, thought Maladran, that Sarrat was visiting the southern kingdom
of Sandstrone at the time assisting Tallison to kill his brother and take the
throne. If he and a good part of his army hadn’t been otherwise occupied he
might have invaded Vinmore there and then instead of listening to his good
advice.


Instead of accepting the invitation Maladran had been
sent to witness the pomp and ceremony of the child’s naming day and to gather
intelligence in preparation for Sarrat’s invasion of Vinmore. Travelling
through the vineyards and orchards of the peaceful kingdom he could, for the
first time, understand Sarrat’s desire to have the lands as his own. It was a
rich land which produced the finest wine, ale and cider in all of the six kingdoms
and the people were as happy and as mellow as the elixirs they produced. To see
the kingdom overrun by Sarrat’s bludgeoning army who cared nothing for beauty
would have been a sacrilege. They would have eaten the raw grapes and used the
orchards for firewood and then have drunk the country dry without a care for
preserving rare blends or maturing vintages. The thought of such desecration
was more than Maladran could stand and so he had come up with his plan to wed
the infant princess to his master.


It was a simple way to unite the two kingdoms, satisfy
Sarrat’s greed and retain Vinmore’s tranquillity but as he had stood in Vinmore’s
Great Hall and waited to present his master’s gift to the fair-haired babe his
doubts had begun to grow. There had been the usual gifts of gold and silver,
precious scents and fine silks from the noble houses which caused him no
concern. However, Steppen’s two doddering magicians, barely capable of putting
an enchantment together, had stepped forward to present their gifts and had proved
not to be as senile as he’d anticipated.


Plantagenet, tall and thin with a nose like a hooked
beak and fine grey hair which fell in waves down his back had given the child
the gift of unsurpassed beauty. He endowed her with golden hair and blue eyes
and a complexion of pure, unblemished cream. Maladran noted with a wry smile
the Queen’s look of relief at such a wondrous gift. Fair hair and blue eyes
were a rarity in both her husband’s and her own genealogy and already whispers
had started about the true parentage of the child. The king seemed to be more
interested in the gift of the fat, waddling Animus, with his layers of chins
and rosy red cheeks. He gave the gift of sunshine, rich harvests and bountiful
prosperity for all during the lifetime of the beautiful Princess Daun.


It had been instantly obvious to him that a girl
possessing both unsurpassed beauty and a tempting dowry which would make a man
rich for as long as he kept his wife safe would not easily be persuaded to wed
an uncouth, middle-aged soldier with a pock marked face going to seed. Sarrat
would not stand a chance once more handsome and charming suitors presented
themselves and present themselves they would, in droves, on the day she became
sixteen and became eligible to wed.


He had looked down at the gift he was carrying, a
priceless volume from Sarrat’s rarely used library and quietly took a step
backwards into the shadows. Carefully he placed the book in an unobtrusive
position on a small table behind him to be retrieved later. If his plan was to
succeed his gift would have to match those of Plantagenet and Animus and he had
little time to work out the details. The wording of these things had to be
exact or otherwise all sorts of flaws and foibles could develop.


By the time King Sarrat’s name was called he was
barely ready but he stepped forward from the shadows with an air of confidence which
he didn’t feel whilst his mind raced to complete the final details. The unannounced
presence of another magician in their court brought an exclamation from Plantagenet
and Animus and an instant silence from those gathered. It was quickly broken by
the surreptitious whispering of his name and reputation which was cut short by
a wave of King Steppen’s hand. He bowed low to the king and queen, lower than
he would have bowed to Sarrat and stepped forward with a benign smile. Plantagenet
leant down to whisper urgently in his master’s ear and Animus put his podgy
hand out as if to protect the child. Maladran sneered in contempt, as if their
interference could protect the babe against anything he could do.


“You are welcome to our court, Maladran of the black,
envoy of our much honoured neighbour King Sarrat.”


“I thank you, Your Majesty, although I can see that the
presence of King Sarrat’s magician is not so welcome by those who also serve
the goddess Federa.”


He gave the two aged magicians a withering look and
was pleased to see them cringe and Animus guiltily remove his hand. He stepped
towards the child and took her tiny hand between his forefinger and thumb. Of
all the magician’s skills a long term enchantment was the most exhausting to
seal and he knew he would feel the effects for days after, but it couldn’t be
helped, it had to be done. He emptied his mind and focused the power which
always hovered at the edge of his consciousness. As he wove the enchantment his
voice became distant and hollow but each word could be heard clearly by those
gathered around the baby.


“Such beauty in this world is rare


and many, her charms would blight


but she will be safe in my care


and unspoilt whilst in my sight.



 

“To Daun the gift of temper real


cruel touch and lashing scorn


acid spite for all to feel,


a
beautiful rose with cutting thorn.


He pushed the power from his mind, bending his head
and kissing the tiny hand to seal the enchantment beyond redemption.
Immediately the child screamed in temper, her tiny fists clutching at the air
and her feet kicking wildly in a fit of tantrum. Maladran stepped back with a
satisfied smile. Along with the reputation of her beauty and the size of her
inheritance would go the perversity of her nature. If that didn’t keep the
suitors at bay nothing would.


“Maladran,” snapped Sarrat angrily. “Do you dare
ignore me?”


The magician jumped at the raised voice. “I’m sorry My
Lord, my mind was elsewhere.” Their two natures would complement each other
nicely, he thought with blatant disrespect. “The child grows more beautiful by
the day, a rare gem of outstanding value but one with a cutting edge which no
man would wish to hold to his heart or press to his lips.”


“And have you worked out a way to release her from
your enchantment when the time is right or do you still owe me your eyes?”


Maladran sighed. “Have no fear, My Lord, she will be
released when you are ready to take her.” That was one part of the enchantment
which hadn’t been quite right. In his haste to cast the spell he had bound her
acerbic nature to his sight and could not release one without losing the other.


“Don’t worry about me, I have no fear,” laughed Sarrat
viciously. “It’s your eyes which will be forfeit, not mine.”


“Just so,” replied Maladran with icy coldness and
obvious irritation. He stood to withdraw, giving the briefest of bows before
pacing to the door.


“Magician! You forget yourself, I have not given you
leave to go yet, I have other matters to discuss with you.” Maladran turned
back, reading the extent of Sarrat’s anger and deciding it was unwise to
provoke him further. “I’ve decided it would be a good idea to make my future
wife a gift, something simple but of beauty and value. I thought such a gesture
would cement our good relations with her father and remove any mistrust he
might have of me after your endowment to his daughter.”


The magician bowed in acquiescence and waited in
silence for his master to continue. “I hear High Lord Coledran has a racing
mare of exceptional quality and it has given birth to a foal of outstanding
beauty and unusual colour. It has the silver coat of its sire and his fighting
temperament but the dark main and tail of its dam and her speed. I think this
would be a fitting gift for the princess, especially if the animal was blessed
by you in some special way. I thought I might also send one of the High Lord’s
stablemen in attendance to look after it and see to its training. Perhaps the
Stablemaster’s head stable boy would be a good choice, I hear the boy is sharp
witted and ambitious. Did you come across him during your recent visit to the
High Lord’s estate?”


Maladran recalled the vicious look in the boy’s eye
and the malice of his words.  “That would
be Tarris. Yes, I came across him. He has a certain intelligence but he is also
sly and vindictive by nature.”


“Good, then he should serve my purpose well; a sharp
mind and a quick eye will keep a good watch on my interests.”


“Then you no longer have trust in my counsel,” asked
Maladran, unaccountably hurt by Sarrat’s suggestion.


“Trust? Of course I trust you but a spy in the enemy’s
camp will give me an advantage.” He looked suspiciously at the magician. “This
journey has changed you Maladran. There is a new softness within you which wasn’t
there before, some depth of feeling where there used to be a stone heart. You’re
not developing a conscience are you? A soul searcher with feelings for others
is of no use to me.”


Maladran shook his head and smiled wanly. “No. My Lord,
it’s just that I am tired. The journey was long and tedious. I have been away
from the peace of my own tower for too long and the unpleasant manner of the
death of High Lord Coledran’s son tired me. I shall be more like myself after I
have rested.”


“Then you had better go and rest in solitude and take
as long as you need, your presence here is not required. I will inform you when
you may leave your tower again.” He waved the magician angrily away but stopped
him again as he reached the door. “I’ve been told you have taken a new
apprentice. After the last one I thought we had agreed you would train no more
to be sacrificed to fulfil your vows to me?”


Maladran shrugged but did not turn around. “This one
is different; he’s not of this kingdom but the spawn of a foreign soldier. He’s
merely a kingsward and without the slightest hint of power.”


“Then what will you do with the boy?” laughed Sarrat. “Surely
you haven’t developed unsavoury appetites for small boys amongst your other
failings?”


Maladran refrained from responding to the taunt. His
last apprentice was just coming into his power when Sarrat had decided that he
was a threat and had ordered his death. After witnessing what the kingsguard
had done to him Maladran had very little appetite for anything, particularly
the pleasures of the flesh. For weeks after the body had been returned he had
been too sickened to use his skill, much to his master’s annoyance and had been
more than willing to agree to train no more apprentices.


However the boy he had taken from the High Lord was
different than the others had been, it was in his eyes and his manner and the
experience they had shared together. There was an attraction which had nothing
to do with perverted pleasures or arcane skills and everything to do with the
return of long forgotten feelings and the resurgence of his humanity which was
diminished every time he did Sarrat’s dirty work. 


“I don’t know what I shall do with the boy but one
thing is for certain, he will never become my apprentice.”



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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     Twilight
settled gently between the rolling hills, darkening the winding river and
obscuring the dark road which followed a straighter path parallel to the
waterways meandering course. On the higher ground between the dark road and the
tall weiswald trees, still touched by the setting sun, three crackling camp
fires ensured twilight and darkness would be kept at bay. There were other
things to be kept at bay as well, like the packs of sly hunters which were
notorious scavengers along the kingdom’s southern highways. However, the three
elemental fires burning brightly in their circles of stone and the escort of
kingsguard were more than adequate to prevent any possible attack.


Maladran had purposely chosen to travel this route to
the High Lord’s estate as opposed to the wide commercial road which carried
goods from the southern border to the king’s court in the north. It had been
the road he and the boy had travelled two summers earlier and it was important
that he should use a place already touched by arcane power for the testing
which lay ahead. The timing had been perfect; the boy’s tenth summer solstice
and the king’s command for him to leave his tower and once again travel to the
domain of High Lord Coledran. The escort of kingsguard, particularly the
presence of Captain Gartnor was an inconvenience but he would deal with them
before the testing began. It was better that a troop of soldiers should sleep
for a while rather than the boy show some inkling of power in front of Sarrat’s
men.


Garrin, his faithful and unquestioning servant, would
have to sleep too, his affection for the boy and his fear of what the arcane
might do to him would interfere with the testing. Maladran had to know if what
he had felt in the boy, in that place two summers previous, had been a
manifestation of Federa’s gift or just the boy’s raw emotion. He laughed as the
boy leapt from behind a tree onto Garrin’s back with a wild scream and the
servant dropped to the floor in mock surrender. The years seemed to drop away
from the man when he played with Jonderill. Now, scrabbling across the grass on
all fours and bucking like a wild horse with the boy clinging to his back, he
looked almost like the young man who had come long ago to the magician’s tower
to be his servant.


His servant may have looked younger but his strength
was still that of a man well passed his middle years and playing mustang to a
boisterous ten year old could not be sustained for long. In a last act of
self-preservation he grabbed hold of the boy’s tangle of shirt and pulled him
over his shoulder so that he landed face down, his arms pinioned before him and
his head hidden in folds of linen.


The picture of the boy’s exposed back and helpless
position stabbed at the magician’s memory but apart from the two cuts which had
drawn blood, the scars had gone and a healthy layer of flesh covered the boy’s
ribs. He screamed and begged for mercy as Garrin tickled his sides but the
servant wasn’t relinquishing revenge that easily. He flipped the boy over so he
could pull off his shirt and then made a grab for a naked foot and tickled that
instead. The boy laughed and shrieked and squirmed and pleaded with him to stop
until they both fell into a laughing, exhausted heap.


It seemed to Maladran that there had been nothing but
laughter since the boy had come into his life; something that he had nearly
forgotten existed. As well as affection he had learnt to share the boy’s
excitement and joy of living and being free. There had been the excitement of
last solstice day when he had given the boy his first pony and Garrin’s wife
had baked him a cake and smothered it in mixed fruit compote. He had shared the
boy’s wonder at the sly hunter’s cubs they had found and had laughed at their
antics as they tumbled over each other in mock battle.


Together they had watched tree-leapers chase each
other up and down weiswald trees and had caught silver fish in the lake. On
cold winters nights they had shared the wonders of the great book of myths in
front of a roaring fire whilst the wind howled around his high tower. His
ambition to possess the forbidden power beyond the arcane had been replaced by
the joy of hearing the boy laugh. In consequence the dark side of his nature,
which had once threatened to consume him, had been confined to where it
belonged, in the deepest recesses of his mind.


Yet for all their affection he did not play with the
boy as Garrin did nor spoil him like Garrin’s childless wife. Their
relationship was more thoughtful, based on the trust they had for each other
after what they had shared that night two summers ago in that same place.
Maladran’s thoughts returned to the night when, for the first time since his
initiation, his power had been overwhelmed and his will submerged beneath another’s.
When the darkness had cleared from his mind the boy had been enfolded in his
arms and was clinging to him whilst sobs racked his small, cold body. He was no
longer screaming the man’s name but, by the way he shook, it was obvious that
the vision of the man’s execution was imprinted firmly in his mind.


Maladran felt sick at the memory and a terrible guilt
touched him. Something in the boy’s mind had wanted to protect him against the
horror of what he’d been forced to watch but he, in all his arrogance, had
forced the boy to see behind the curtain. If the boy’s mind had been
permanently damaged it would have been his fault and all because he wanted to
know the boy’s name so he could have mastery over him.


He’d released his arms from around the boy, intending
to push him away but the boy clung on in desperation, assailing him with
feelings of horror, confusion and a terrible sense of loss. Maladran had given
in to the boy’s need of him, feeling too weak to fight against it, almost as if
he had been beaten. After a while the child’s sobs quietened and his shaking
ceased altogether although he still clung to Maladran as if his life depended
on the magician’s presence.


“Do you remember your nightmares now boy?” He had
asked with a voice made harsh by his own emotions. 


The boy nodded as if he dare not speak in case it gave
reality to the terrible dream he’d just relived.


“Who was the man in silver and white and the woman
that held you?” The boy didn’t reply. “Come boy, you must talk about them
otherwise they will forever haunt your life like wraiths.”


“I think she cared for me and he was with her before
the riders came.”


“Who were the riders?” The boy shook his head and
Maladran took it that he didn’t know. “Why did the riders take the man’s hands
and kill everyone else?”


“I don’t know,” said the boy, pulling away from the
magician and wiping the tears on the back of his hand. “I can’t remember
anything about him.”


“What of the other man, the soldier?”


The boy shook his head whilst tears ran down his
cheeks again. Waves of guilt and despair emanated from him, threatening to
swamp Maladran and for his own preservation he held the boy protectively to him
to give him some comfort.


“I killed him,” said the boy suddenly pulling away. “He
was trying to protect me against them and they did that terrible thing to him
because I was there and it should have been me.”


The boy’s sobs began began again, verging on the
hysterical and his emotional outpouring becoming more painful to the magician’s
newly awakened senses. He had to gain control over the boy or become lost in
his rampant emotions.


“What did your parents name you boy?”


The boy shook his head. “I can’t remember.”


“What of the man, what did he call you?” The boy shook
his head again but said nothing. “Then I shall have the naming of you. It shall
be Jonderill after the man who bravely gave his life for you. May you live long
to honour his memory.”


The boy whispered his given name and slowly the
overpowering emotions subsided and Jonderill fell asleep in the magician’s
arms.


For the rest of that night he’d sat with the boy in
his arms in the same camp site as now, by the same fire, and had felt something
within the boy which he had not felt since. Before the boy awoke he had reached
a decision and as a kindness he replaced the boy’s memory block so that he would
never again have to see the final moments of his namesake’s life. Now he had to
know if Jonderill had used an inner power on him that night or if it had just
been the strength of the boy’s emotions that had caused him to be drawn into
the boy’s mind. It was appropriate that he should choose this place for the
testing and with a mixture of anticipation and apprehension he called the boy
to him.


Jonderill came eagerly. Garrin played rough and tumble,
taught him to swim and ride and do the other things a boy should know how to do
and the servant’s motherly wife cared for him but it was to the magician he had
given his heart, mind and soul. In the two summers since the magician had taken
him into his isolated tower atop a steep hillside he had tried to be what the
magician wanted him to be.


At first he thought that would be an unpaid servant,
the bound slave which was his position in life but the magician had sought
other things from him. Now, although he had only seen ten summers, he was an
adequate philosopher, a skilled debater when required and an affectionate boy
with the insatiable curiosity of the young. Happily he pulled on his shirt and
straightened his unruly hair before answering his master’s summons.


Maladran smiled at his approach and patted the ground
beside him. Jonderill sat cross-legged and looked up at his friend. He looked
like an eager puppy and made the magician smile even more.


“Do you remember this place, Jonderill?”


The boy nodded, “Yes, sir, it’s the place where you
gave me my name.”


“Do you remember what else happened here that night?”


A shadow crossed the boy’s face and for an instant a
flicker of fear showed in his pale green eyes. “I saw into my past, to the man
you named me after.”


“And do you still remember nothing about what you saw?”
The boy shook his head. “That’s good. Do you remember how you saw what
happened?”


Jonderill looked concerned. The nightmares had gone and
he had no wish for them to return again, yet if the magician asked him to, he
would. 


Maladran guessed his concern. “I don’t mean what you
saw but how you saw it.”


“It was like a small light in the darkness which grew
bigger and bigger until I could see what was happening.” He looked at Maladran,
unsure if this is what he wanted. The magician smiled in encouragement.


“And what happened when the light tried to go out?”


Jonderill hesitated before he answered. It was
something he had thought about often but had never understood. “I don’t know.
Something inside of me wouldn’t let it go until I had seen everything.” He
swallowed hard but could not suppress the shudder which shook his body.


Maladran could feel the boy’s apprehension growing but
pressed on relentlessly. “Have you ever felt like that since?” Jonderill shook
his head. “Would you like to? Would you like to control things and change the
way people are? Would you like to be a magician?”


Jonderill looked at him in excitement, his eyes full
of anticipation. “Yes, if you would like me to.”


“You must be what you want to be, not what I want,” he
admonished, “but most of all you must have the ability to do what you want. It’s
the same with magic; there must be a natural ability otherwise any amount of
teaching will be wasted. Shall we see if you have that ability, my boy?”


Jonderill nodded, slightly apprehensively and then
watched in awe as the master magician turned his attentions to the kingsguard sitting
around one of the fires playing dice. Quietly he put them to sleep, one by one.
Garrin was the last to roll over on his side, stretch lazily and drift into a
contented evening slumber.


“Now, Jonderill, do as I say and let’s see what you
can do. Close your eyes and concentrate on darkness or nothingness so deep it
has no beginning or end and no boundaries to hold it there. It is a darkness
which is thick and heavy and would crush you if you let it, only your mind
holds it in check, ready for the pure light of power to come and fill its
emptiness. Think of nothing but the darkness.


Jonderill closed his eyes tightly and thought of
blackness but his darkness was full of bright twinkling lights and brilliant
flashes which jumped and moved every time his eyes blinked behind their tightly
shut lids. An ant crawled up his leg and he wondered where it was heading for.
Perhaps when Maladran had finished he could go and see if he could find its
nest or the queen. The magician’s voice droned in the background reminding him
of bees outside the tower in their hives. He hoped Garrin had packed some honeycomb
and his stomach rumbled in agreement. His blackness seemed to be getting
lighter and now little circles of light crossed his vision.


“Into the darkness in your mind comes a small flame,
so tiny that at first it is just a pin prick but it grows until it hovers at
the centre of your darkness, waiting to obey your command.”


Jonderill tried to envisage the light but there were
so many other flashing lights in the darkness one more would have made little
difference. His eyes were beginning to hurt from being squeezed together too
tightly and the ant had moved up passed his knee and was making its way beneath
his tunic.


“Take the light and push it slowly outwards until it
hovers as elemental fire above your hand.”


He tried to push the lights out of the darkness but
they stubbornly refused to budge, despite gritting his teeth tightly and
screwing his eyes up as hard as he could. When Maladran placed a hand on his
arm Jonderill jumped in surprise.


“Relax, Jonderill, you must let the power flow into
your mind and then, where you want it to go. Let me show you.”


Instantly the flickering lights in his vision were
gone leaving an empty blackness which was more frightening than moving from
daylight to the depths of a dark cave. He shook with fear and immediately a
small flame illuminated the darkness.


“Now you have the flame of my power to light your
darkness, all you have to do is push it outwards and you will never have to
face darkness again.”


Jonderill tried. He thought of pushing against the
flame, of wheeling it away, of dragging it out with horses but the flame
wouldn’t move, unlike the ant which was becoming unbearably ticklish.


“You’re not trying, Jonderill, and for that you must
be punished.”


The flame inside the blackness of his mind began to
expand and the extent of the darkness became apparent and alarmingly close to
the creeping edge of the fire. Jonderill forgot the ant and tried to contain
the flames but to no avail. When the first tongue of fire touched the confines
of his mind he screamed in pain and tried to push the conflagration back with
every thought he had but the flames never faltered and more tongues licked at
his mind. He screamed again and then once more before the flame was suddenly
extinguished and the blackness was replaced by the dancing lights behind
prickling eyelids. He opened his eyes and tears ran down his cheeks and his
head hurt as if he had fallen and hit it. Maladran wrapped him in his arms and
held him tightly until his brief sobs faded and he could wipe his tears on the back
of his hand.


“I’m sorry,” said the magician, helping Jonderill to
his feet. “I had to make sure you were holding nothing back and to do that I
needed to threaten your inner being. I’m sorry if I hurt you.”


“It doesn’t hurt now,” lied Jonderill. “Did I do what I
was meant to do?”


“Yes you did what all but a very few do when they are
tested. Nothing.”


“You mean I don’t have the ability to be a magician?”
Maladran shook his head, carefully hiding his smile of relief beneath a sombre
expression. “I’m sorry. I’ve failed you.”


“Nonsense, boy,” laughed Maladran, “you’ve failed no
one, not even yourself. There are far better things in life than being a
magician, believe me, but learn from this lesson Jonderill. Never let anyone
into your mind as you let me in because they could destroy you as easily as a
sword could slice your flesh and end your life.”


He went to say something else but was interrupted by a
string of invective from Garrin who had woken up and was now rummaging in the
saddle bags. 


“Curse those thieving ants, they’ve damn well eaten
the honeycomb I packed for the boy’s tea.”


*


Jonderill sat on his piebald pony and looked around
him, an odd fear, almost forgotten after two summers, knotting his stomach so
that his last meal felt heavy and uncomfortable although it had been eaten some
time ago. The High Lord’s magnificent stable yard was just as he remembered it;
white, gleaming and spotlessly clean. Proud heads looked over stable doors,
disdaining the common animals ridden by the kingsguard as they waited at the
far end of the yard. In a scurry of activity the senior stablemen, in their
grey and green livery, ran forward to take charge of the horses before the
perfection of the stables could be sullied.


Of the army of kingsward who scrubbed floors and
shifted middin there was no sign but Jonderill knew they were there. In the
background, hidden from view, they would be labouring at their menial tasks for
leftover scraps and a cold hayrick for a bed. He felt a sudden pang of guilt
that he should be mounted on a fine pony on this side of the stable yard whilst
they grovelled in the dirt on the other side.


Maladran dismounted from his big bay gelding and
Jonderill did the same, keeping two paces behind and to the right of the
magician as Garrin had taught him. Two stablemen hurriedly took their horses away
whilst the Stablemaster walked briskly across the yard to greet his exalted
visitor. He ignored Jonderill as if he didn’t exist but bowed deeply to the
magician.


“My Lord Maladran, you are most welcome here. I have
sent word to the High Lord and he will be pleased to welcome you into his home.”


Maladran smiled at the thought of the kind of welcome
the High Lord would like to give him after what had happened during his last
visit. “You may inform the High Lord that I am on the king’s business and I
will converse with him here. You may also tell him my time is short and my
patience shorter and I wish my business concluded here within the hour.” He
beckoned Jonderill forward. “The boy wishes to see the stables, you have no
objections I assume?”


“No My Lord, I will find him an escort.”


“That will not be necessary, Stablemaster; the boy
remembers this place and his time here under your tutelage well enough.”


The Stablemaster began to give a brief bow to
Jonderill, assuming that he was the son of someone of importance but stopped in
mid-movement as he recognised the boy. His mouth dropping open in surprise.
Maladran gave an ironic laugh and put his hand on Jonderill’s shoulder. “One
candle length and keep out of trouble.”


Jonderill looked up at him and smiled and then slipped
away to the rear of the building. The place was just as he remembered it, row
upon row of stables, each of which had to be cleaned and scrubbed daily, no
matter how hot or cold the weather was. Some of the rear doors stood open and
he could hear the sounds of hard labour and heavy breathing. Bales of hay were
being carried across the yard from the hay rick which had once been his
sleeping chamber and two boys in ragged sacking worked on the pile of middin in
the centre of the rear yard, their feet bare and their arms grimed to the
elbow. He looked at them carefully hoping to recognise them but they were both
strangers.


On the far side of the yard the kennel gate stood open
and a cacophony of excited barking announced the arrival of dinner for the pack
of fierce hunting dogs kept by the High Lord. He wondered how many starving
kingsward had been driven by hunger to eat at their trough today, as he had
done on several occasions. The memory was an unpleasant one and he felt almost
as if he were reliving it. He could feel the hunger and the weariness and the
constant nagging fear. The excited yelping of the hounds only added to his
strange feelings of being disembodied, almost as if he expected to see himself being
kicked out of the kennel door by Tarris. 


Needing to escape from the recollections of misery he
crossed the yard to the grain room and slipped through the half open door into
a pleasanter world. This had been his haven when the cold and wet had made him
shiver uncontrollably or lack of food had made him too weak to shovel middin.
The grain room had provided shelter and sustenance, at least that was until he
had been discovered and beaten for being where he shouldn’t be. Like then, he
sat on top of one of the grain sacks, a windfall apple in his hand watching the
dust mites dance in the sun’s rays which streamed through an open window.


The hand which caught him a sharp blow on the side of
his head was hard and callused and sufficiently strong to knock him sideways
off his perch and onto the dusty floor. Care and affection had robbed him of
his need to be constantly on guard along with his instinct for escape, so that
a booted foot crashed into his middle before he had chance to protect himself.
He groaned with the pain of the blow and curled into a ball but his attacker
was ruthless and heaved him to his feet by a brutal hand around his neck.


“Stealin’ apples an’ lazin’ around when there’s work
ter be done are yer? Well I’ll teach yer not to be a skivin’ thief.”


The strong hand twisted Jonderill around and thrust
him across the grain sack he had been sitting on, holding him down by his neck
making any sudden or strong movement impossible. With his other hand the man
undid his leather belt and deftly folded it in half, an action which was much
practised. With considerable force he brought it down on his captive’s back and
laughed in satisfaction as the boy’s body jerked under the impact. Jonderill
struggled to escape but his head was pushed further into the sack of grain, the
rough sacking and the dust almost choking him. Another blow cut across his
shoulders and his body jerked again in pain and fear.


“I shouldn’t do that if I were you, Tarris,” said a
soft voice as the Stablemaster’s son lifted his arm for another blow. “This one’s
not yours, he’s the son of a visiting lord come to see my father.”


Tarris froze as the consequences of what he had done
dawned on him and he pulled his prisoner upright so he could look into his
eyes. Then a broad grim of pure malice creased his hard mouth as he recognised
the boy and knew who the lord had to be. “Well, if it ain’t the middin boy ‘imself,
come back to mock us poor bastards who are still ‘ere doin’ an honest day’s
work. Thought yer could escape me by becoming a magician’s play fing did yer?
Well yer wrong, if ‘e can ‘ave ‘is pleasure wiv yer then so can I.”


He adjusted his grip on Jonderill’s neck and once
again pushed him across the sack of grain only further this time so his feet
were off the ground. Jonderill struggled as much as he could but he was no
match for a man twice his size. Tarris dropped the strap and leant his body across
his struggling captive. “Is this ‘ow ‘e does it then?” hissed Tarris into
Jonderill’s ear. He looked up with an eager sneer into the girl’s eyes. “Yer
better leave now miss, this aint no sight for a lady.”


“What do you think you’re doing, Tarris? His father
will have your back skinned when he finds out what you’ve done.”


“’E aint no lord’s son, ‘e’s just a pet. Anyway ‘is
master aint goin’ to find out ‘cause the boy aint goin’ to tell ‘im owt. Yer
see ‘is master won’t want to keep ‘im if ‘e’s been wiv a common stable ‘and in
case ‘e catches something an’ that means if the boy squawks ‘e comes back to
me, so ‘e aint goin’ to say a word.”


“He won’t but I will,” announced the girl with
determination.


“No yer won’t, ‘e deserves all ‘e gets suckin’ up to
the magician like ‘e did.” The girl’s eyes widened in shock. “Yer got it lady, ‘e
belongs to Maladran, the one who murdered yer brover.” He turned his attentions
back to Jonderill. “Now I’m goin’ to make yer squeal like yer never done
before.”


He ignored the girl and pressed his arm across
Jonderill’s back so he couldn’t move. Almost choking and barely able to breathe
Jonderill struggled against the hand which roughly held him down. He wanted to
scream as his tormentor pulled at his leggings but he was powerless to resist.
A howling noise filled his ears and bright lights flashed in front of his
tightly shut eyes and he wanted to vomit but instead of the pain he expected
there was a loud crack and Tarris shot across his body as if he had been
thrown. Released from the stifling grasp Jonderill slid to the floor on legs
too weak with fear to hold him upright. Tarris scrambled to his feet cursing
and clutching his backside. Next to him a girl in a skirt and knee length tunic
clutched a length of planking like a weapon.


“Magician’s pet or not he’s still a guest and I won’t
have you causing trouble and bringing shame into my father’s house. Now get out
of here before I use this again.” She brandished the piece of wood
threateningly.


Tarris looked down at Jonderill, his eyes full of
malice. “Don’t think you’ve escaped me, Middin. The time will come again when
you’re mine an’ then I’ll make yer pay for this.” He glared at the girl and
stormed out of the dusty room.


The girl propped the plank up by the sacks of grain as
if she might need it again and hurried to the small water pump by the door.
When she returned Jonderill was sitting on the floor with his back propped up
against a grain sack. His pale face and shaking hands were the only sign of his
recent ordeal and narrow escape. She handed him a deep bowl of water and waited
for him to drink. It was not a proper drinking vessel but a scoop to measure
out oats, only she had been unable to find anything else. Jonderill was
grateful for its size and slowly emptied its contents as he studied her over
its rim.


She was about the same age as he was, or perhaps a
summer or two older, and almost a hand taller. Her face was round and plain
with deep brown eyes and a wide mouth which made her look pretty when she
smiled. Unlike the few girls Jonderill had encountered, her hair was cut short
like a boy’s and had it not been for the ankle length skirt she wore beneath
her tunic instead of leggings she could have been mistaken for a boy. She took
the empty scoop from Jonderill and handed him a wrinkled, windfall apple before
sitting on the floor at his side.


“I’m sorry about what Tarris was going to do, he’s
cruel and hateful and I wish he would go away and never come back again.


“Thanks for saving me,” said Jonderill in a shaky
voice and then when he could think of nothing else to say he asked her for her
name.


“I’m Tarraquin. I’m the High Lord’s daughter.” She
hesitated for a moment and looked earnestly at Jonderill. “You won’t tell
anyone about what happened will you? My father would be shamed that such a
thing could happen to a guest in his own house, even if what Tarris said about
you is true.”


Jonderill shook his head and for a time the only
sounds which disturbed the silence was the rustling of squeakers in the straw
and the crunching of apples. When Tarraquin had finished her apple she turned
her attention back to Jonderill. “Is it true what Tarris said about you, are
you really the magician’s bum boy?”


“No,” denied Jonderill vehemently. “He doesn’t do
those sort of things.”


“Are you his son then?”


Jonderill thought about the question carefully, it was
a difficult one for him to answer. He searched for a word which would describe
their relationship but couldn’t think of one which would encompass all his
feelings for the magician. “No, I’m his kingsward and he’s my master, that’s
all.”


“Good, then you won’t mind it when I kill him.” Jonderill
looked aghast at her earnest face. “The magician murdered my brother, you see and
when I’m old enough I’m going to avenge his death.”


“You can’t do that,” cried Jonderill. “You’re a girl!”


“So what, I can use a knife as well as any boy and I
am better than any boy on the estate with a bow.”


“But girls don’t do that sort of thing,” protested
Jonderill.


“This one does.”


Jonderill leaned his head back against the sack of
grain and tried to sort out his whirling emotions. He didn’t know many girls
but the ones he did know all played with dolls and wouldn’t know one end of a
knife from another. As for drawing a bow they wouldn’t even know where to
start. Yet if this girl was going to kill the magician it would have to be from
a distance and from the shadows. The thought of an arrow speeding through the
darkness and piercing his friend in the back made him shudder and feel sick. 


A deep frown furrowed his forehead. “I don’t think it
could have been Maladran’s hand which killed your brother, it must have been
some other magician. He’s always been kind to me and took me away from here and
has never raised a hand against me or anyone else that I have seen.”


“Of course he didn’t kill my brother with his own
hands silly,” snapped Tarraquin irritably. “He didn’t have to; he used a spell
or an enchantment, which is even worse because there’s no escape.”


Jonderill looked at her in sympathy, expecting her to
look contrite but instead she looked determined as if she were trying to
persuade him to her point of view.


“Tarris told me he had been burnt from the inside out.
He said when they found the body it was just a shell, blackened in places where
the flames had burnt through. I suppose it served him right because he was
trying to poison our father but I’m going to avenge him all the same. Tarris
said Maladran did it so that makes him a murderer.”


“Maladran wouldn’t do something like that,” defended
Jonderill hotly. “I think it’s a nasty lie Tarris has made up to hurt you.”


“No it’s not, it’s true because my father said so. My
brother was a bully and I didn’t like him much but nobody else is going to
avenge his death so I made a promise to my brother’s shade that I would slay
his murderer, so there’s nothing you can do about it.”


“I can tell Maladran what you are going to do, that
will stop you.”


Tarraquin looked horrified. “You wouldn’t do that
would you? He would be very angry and he’d do horrible things to me. Please don’t
tell him, I don’t want to die like my brother did.”


Jonderill felt trapped. “He’s my friend, I can’t let
you hurt him can I?”


“But I’m your friend as well,” pleaded Tarraquin, “You
wouldn’t want to see me hurt would you?”


“I don’t want any of my friends to get hurt,” said
Jonderill seriously. “Which means you can’t be my new friend because you are
going to hurt my old friend and I can’t let you do that.” He felt confused.


Tarraquin rested her head against the grain sack
whilst she considered the impasse. “I know! What if I promise not to avenge my
brother’s death until Maladran is no longer your friend?”


Jonderill smiled at the perfect solution. “Done.” 


He spat in his hand and held it out to seal the
promise, as he had seen the kingsguard do when they were playing stones and
Tarraquin gripped it tightly, quickly leaning over to give him a kiss before he
could escape. Jonderill blushed and wiped his cheek with the back of his hand
and Tarraquin giggled.


“Now what do you two think you’re up to?” demanded a
stern voice behind them, making them both jump guiltily to their feet. A plump
woman in a plain grey dress and white apron stood in the doorway with her hands
planted firmly on her ample hips.


“This is no way for a lady to behave, kissing and canoodling
with one who is no better than a slave boy. Just look at you, Lady Tarraquin,
straw in your hair and mud on your tunic and you, boy, hiding in here up to no
good when your master’s calling for you. Now hurry to the stable yard before
the pair of you feel the weight of your master’s belt.”


Tarraquin gave Jonderill a brilliant smile full of
mischief, grabbed hold of his hand and pulled him towards the door and out into
the bright sunshine. Neither waited to see if the scolding maid was following
but ran, laughing with their new found friendship, to where she had ordered
them.


As they sped round the corner of the white stable end
they careered into Gartnor, the Kingsguard Captain, a tall man with broad
shoulders and a permanent sneer raised by a scar which ran across his broken
nose through his lip and into his beard. Jonderill didn’t like the man who
smelled of sweat and stale beer. Gartnor held them firmly by their shoulders in
his gauntleted hands and marched them towards the waiting lords. Their
appearance had an immediate impact on the solemn proceedings taking place in
the courtyard and a tense silence fell whilst every eye turned towards them.


Maladran was the first to break the silence with an
amused smile as he turned to the High Lord. “It seems the children have already
settled on their acquaintance without the need of our introduction.”


The High Lord’s eyes darkened at the thought of such
an association but kept any other sign of his contempt well hidden. He
indicated for his daughter to join him whilst Jonderill went to stand at the
magician’s side.


“Now we are all gathered can we get on with things. It’s
bad enough that the king should rob me of the pride of my stables and a leading
stableman without robbing me of my time and my daughter’s innocence.”


Maladran raised an eyebrow at the High Lord’s
inappropriate speech. “Not sentiments you would wish me to convey to His Majesty
I assume?”


High Lord Coledran went pale, reminded of the exalted
position of the person who stood in front of him and the fate that had befallen
his son and heir. “Not at all,” he blustered. “I was just put out by this
wayward child who seems to have no sense of propriety and will associate with
anyone.”


He looked at Jonderill and scowled but he daren’t say
more in case he offended his powerful guest. The awkward silence was broken by
the arrival of the Stablemaster and Tarris leading a colt of such beauty that
even those who had little appreciation of horseflesh had to admit to their
admiration. The colt was a steely grey, which shone silver in the sunlight, and
had a heavy black mane and thick tail reaching below its hocks.


From its sire’s side the colt had inherited the deep
chest and powerful quarters of the kingdom’s war horses whilst the fine legs
and intelligent head came from its fleet-footed racing dam. Tarraquin skipped
forward from her father’s grip and threw her arms around the colt, giving it an
affectionate hug. The colt allowed her embrace without flinching but rolled its
eyes and stamped its feet when the High Lord approached.


“Tarraquin, my dear, you must say goodbye to your
friend. Lord Maladran has come to steal the colt from us. The king has decided
that it should be sent as a gift to the Princess Daun of Vinmore.”


Tarraquin looked at the magician in anger but there
was something in his dark eyes which forbade her furious words. Instead she
turned to Jonderill and gave him a look which clearly said, “There, I told you
so”. She called on all the restraint and control which she possessed and
stepped back from the animal she had come to love more than any other creature,
including her father. Tarraquin had seen the colt being born into the world,
had helped to feed it in its early weeks of life and had the honour of being
the first to ride on its back.


“You can’t take him without him being named and the
king’s not here to do it,” she said as a last desperate attempt to forestall
the colt’s departure.


“The king has designated that pleasure to me,” said
Maladran kindly, “but as the colt is obviously very special to you, you shall
have the naming of him and then I shall bless him with a special gift.”


Once again Tarraquin looked searchingly at the
magician but despite the honour he had just given her she still couldn’t see
what Jonderill found there to like. She caught Tarris’s eye as he stood in his
new king’s livery, smugly holding the valuable animal and with a wicked grin
she turned to Jonderill and gave him a warm smile.


“The colt means a lot to me and I will miss him every
day but as a special gift to my new friend I would like Jonderill to give him a
name.”


“That’s not possible,” said her father sternly. “This
is a noble horse of the royal bloodline and as such must be named by someone
from a noble house otherwise the line will be sullied. This boy is less than nothing,
just the get of some felon, a worthless kingsward and beneath your attention.”


Jonderill looked down uncomfortably and shuffled his
feet whilst Maladran’s eyes took on a dangerous glint at the insult.


“I don’t care, Jonderill is my friend and that’s
enough for me,” pouted Tarraquin but nobody looked convinced at her outburst. “Anyway,
it doesn’t matter who he is now, one day we will be married and then he will be
of a noble house, so this is just a bit in advance, that’s all.”


The sincerity of her announcement stunned everyone,
especially Jonderill who stood wide eyed and with his mouth open in shock. One
look at him and Maladran burst out laughing, a reaction which no one there except
Jonderill had ever seen before from the sombre magician.


“It looks like your future has already been decided
for you, boy, so you had better do as your future bride commands and name this
noble stallion.”


Maladran pushed the boy forward, ignoring the High
Lord’s blustering protests and Tarris’s evil looks. Jonderill gently stroked
the velvet nose of the grey colt feeling encouraged by the presence of
Tarraquin and surprisingly less nervous than he usually did around horses. The
magician stepped up behind him and placed one hand on his shoulder whilst he
fixed his eyes in front to empty his mind for the enchantment he needed to set.
Jonderill felt a tingling in his flesh beneath the magician’s hand and instinctively
knew that Maladran had focused his power and was ready to proceed. 


Jonderill held onto the colt’s head and in a small
voice said, “I give you the name of Sansun, fighter of dragons.” 


Nobody spoke or moved but in the silence Maladran’s
voice echoed through Jonderill’s mind. “To you Sansun I give the gift of
understanding, from this day forward you will understand the words spoken by
your master and any other you choose to hear”.


The magician removed his hands and both Jonderill and
Sansun staggered slightly as if they had suddenly been woken from a deep sleep.


“Is it done?” asked the High Lord anxiously, looking
at the colt to see if it appeared to be any different. “What have you done to
it, what will it be able to do?”


“Sansun has received his gift and what that gift is,
is none of your business. Now, Sansun is eager to be on his way, as are we all.”


The High Lord scowled angrily but there was nothing he
could do about it, least of all argue with Maladran. He clapped his hands
together and the stable yard exploded into activity. Grooms scurried back and
forth carrying saddles, baggage packs and feed bags whilst the troop of
kingsguard formed up ready to escort King Sarrat’s gift and its groom across
the borders to the kingdom of Vinmore.


In all the confusion and activity nobody noticed
Tarris come up behind Jonderill and bend forward to whisper in his ear. “Don’t
forget what I told yer, Middin, yer aint escaped me yet. Now I’m a kingsman I’ve
got power see an’ the time will come when you’ll be mine an’ then I’ll make yer
pay.”



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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Queen’s Darling



 

     “No, No,
No! I will not wear that stupid thing. It’s dull and ugly and I hate the
colour.”


Daun snatched the pink silk dress from the maid’s
hand, threw the finely embroidered garment on the floor and stamped viciously
on the delicate flower buds which had been picked that morning to adorn the new
dress. The maid looked aghast, the dress had cost more than she was paid in a
year and the little harridan had chosen the colour herself. She pursed her lips
in a determined line; the battle was on.


“Come, mistress, it’s a beautiful dress and you will
look charming in it.”


“I don’t want to look charming,” retorted Daun,
stamping her foot in temper and crushing another delicate flower bud.


“With a nasty temper like yours, you would have
difficulty looking charming in anything but the queen says you’re to wear it
and that’s good enough for me.”


The maid reached down and deftly pushed the six year
old out of the way but Daun had seen that move before and stepped back sharply
before her feet could be whipped from beneath her and fall on her bottom.
Instead she grabbed hold of a nearby vase of flowers and threw the stale water
and decorative contents at the maid who was still holding the unwanted dress.


“You ungrateful little vixen,” the outraged maid
screeched, dropping the soaking, exotic silk and then looking horrified as the
child smashed the vase into the fabric, scoring the fine threads. “Just wait until
I tell the queen what you’ve done.”


“You tell her then, see if I care. Here, take this
thing with you, she can wear it if she wants.”


The maid caught the torn and spoilt garment and left
the room, locking the door behind her to prevent the girl running off and
hiding as she had the last time she had thrown a tantrum. Let the queen deal
with her thought the maid, she was her spoilt brat after all.


Daun stamped her foot in temper. It was less of a
temper than it had been a few minutes before but still enough for her to look
around the room for something to take it out on. Her eyes fell on the enormous
crystal bowl which stood on its own special stand in the corner of the room by
the long garden window. The delicate glass rippled with clear water and small
turquoise fish flittered from side to side. It had been a present from King
Porteous and had already given her hours of pleasure. She studied a silver
bellied fish somewhat larger than the others and with a quick hand flipped it
onto her open palm. 


The little fish flapped its tail and then wriggled
tickling delightfully against her skin. She watched the gills open and close
with increasing urgency and the small mouth work as if it gasped for breath.
Daun counted to twenty, noting the fish’s slowing movements and then popped the
unfortunate creature back in the bowl. When she had done the same thing that
morning the fish had swum frantically back to its fellows after being out of the
water for fifteen seconds. Now it twitched once, dropped head downwards and
then floated to the surface on its belly. Daun looked disappointed; there was
no fun in killing the fish outright. She pulled the limp creature from the bowl
and threw it to the kitt which had learnt its mistress’s ways long ago and now
kept just out of her reach.


She looked around for something else to take her
attention but at the rattle of the key in the lock she slipped back to her
favourite chair and nestled back into its huge warm softness. Putting on a sad
face she folded her hands demurely in front of her and produced a well
practised tear so it rolled gently down her cheek. Her golden hair, reflecting
the morning sun, framed her face in a brilliant halo giving her the appearance
of a delicate, innocent angel.


It was a pose which never failed to melt her mother’s
heart, no matter how heinous her reported crimes were. Queen Althea succumbed
again, forgetting her anger and coming to kneel at her small daughter’s side.
Like any doting mother she wiped away her daughter’s tears and gave her a
loving hug. The little girl smiled sweetly and returned an embrace of real affection,
even if her eyes were maliciously fixed on the angry maid and the ruined, pink
dress.


“I’m sorry, mamma,” she whispered, knowing it was
always best to get the first word in before questions could be asked. “I really
wanted to wear the pretty dress but the maid wouldn’t let me put it on, she
said I would look bad tempered and stupid in it. When I tried to put it on by
myself she threw it on the floor and trampled on the poor flowers and then she
spilt water on it and the dress was ruined.”


Overcome by the upset, the little girl threw her arms
around her mother’s neck and sobbed loudly, allowing her mother to hold her
until the sobs changed to small hiccoughs. From the corner of her eye she could
see the maid’s horrified look and stuck her tongue out in provocation. It was
more than the maligned maid could stand, as Daun knew it would be.


“That ain’t true, Your Majesty! The little minx
snatched the dress from my hands and destroyed it herself.”


Daun looked at her mother with wide blue eyes. “It was
a lovely dress, I chose it myself and I really wanted to wear it but she was
jealous of me.”


“You little liar!” exploded the maid, her frayed
temper finally beyond control. “What you need is a good smacking to teach you
some manners.”


The little girl’s lip quivered and tears came to her
eyes as she clung to her mother.


“That’s enough!” snapped the queen, turning her full
attention on the maid. “Nobody talks to my daughter in that manner. You are
dismissed. You may find a place in the kitchens or leave the palace today, I
care not which you choose to do so long as you never come near my daughter
again.


With an imperious wave she sent the maid from the room
and then bent to the serious charge of comforting her poor, maligned child.
Daun allowed her mother a few minutes of doting and then pulled herself free
from Althea’s embrace.


“Are there lots of people coming to my party today?
Will they bring me lots of presents?”


Althea smiled indulgently at her daughter. “Yes, my
dear, they will bring you lots and lots of lovely presents, everything you
could ever want.”


“Oh good. Then I had better dress and see what they
have brought for me.”


*


Queen Althea was not the only one having difficulties
with an uncooperative child. In the guest wing, lodged in the grandest suite,
King Porteous looked down at his youngest son with tenderness, affection and
amusement. Although the boy was only fourteen he already stood at shoulder
height to his rotund and jovial father. Another two summers of growth would see
their places reversed with Pellum looking down on his father’s balding head. As
it was the boy stood for inspection before his father, irritably pulling at the
stiff collar of his embroidered tunic and pulling ineffectually at his new hose,
threatening to cut off circulation to a very sensitive part of his developing
body.


“Stand still, boy!” boomed his father. “What’s the
matter with you, you’re squirming around like a squiggly in a squeaker trap.”


Pellum raised his eyes upwards in exasperation,
wishing fervently that his father would stop talking to him in nursery talk and
treat him like a man. If he let slip one mention of pollywoggles or gee gees
whilst others were around he would brain the old fool. “It’s this cursed collar
trying to strangle me and the damned hose so small and tight they’re crushing
my bollocks.”


“Pellum! Mind your language! What would your dear
departed mother say if she could be here today?”


“Probably get those stupid clothes off and wear
something sensible,” replied the prince, remembering the smile of his eminently
practical and down to earth mother. “Anyway, why do I have to get all dressed
up for a soppy girl’s birthday party?”


“I’ve told you before, Pellum. Daun is the daughter of
my closest friend and neighbour and when she grows up she will be heiress to
this lovely little kingdom and will need a husband to be her king. With your
elder brother being my heir you need to find yourself a comfortable place and
Vinmore is ideal. Here you would be the ruler of a very wealthy land and have
everything you want.”


“But she’s only six summers old and a girl.”


“She may be six now but one day she will be sixteen
and ready to marry. If we don’t show an interest now and get our claim in
someone else will. The Duke of Tamm is here with his two sons, even if they are
babes in arms and the Duke of Remlon has three boys all of a suitable age, not
to mention Lord Purk and his flock. We are very lucky that Prince Newn has red
spot and cannot leave his bed. His is a better claim to the princess’s hand
than yours. He’s just two summers older and is heir to the throne of Tarbis.”
Porteous chuckled to himself. “I hear that he’s a spoilt, spiteful brat so it’s
probably a bit of luck for the princess that he’s ill. No, boy, if we’re going
to get you married off to Vinmore’s heiress we need to strike our claim now.”


“Do I have to?” groaned the boy. “What if I don’t like
her or don’t want to get married, I would much rather go out hunting or fishing.”


“I know, I know but being married doesn’t have to get
in the way of the finer things in life. In fact, if you get her as well trained
as your mother was, she’ll take up the burden of running your house giving you
lots of free time for more interesting pursuits. Now stop fidgeting and pick up
your present, it’s time the two of you were introduced to each other.”


Pellum disdainfully picked up the carefully wrapped
gift and stuck it under his arm. The present was a doll, hand carved and skilfully
fitted together by the craftsmen of Essenland and dressed to exquisite
perfection by the ladies of his father’s own court. It was an object of real
beauty but it was still a doll and not the sort of thing a prince who loved
hunting and swordcraft should be seen carrying. Reluctantly he followed his
father along the pale stone corridors of the turreted palace, listening
dutifully as his father pointed out the abundance of bright, hand sewn
tapestries, woven silk rugs and sculptures in silver and bronze, alabaster and
weiswald.


From the guest wing they crossed the sunlit courtyard,
its square paving a myriad of bright colours and intricate patterns. A fountain
splashed and played at its centre and the brilliant flags of the visiting
households and the king’s own colours fluttered in the breeze. Soldiers in
various bright liveries guarded the ramparts, the sunlight reflected dazzlingly
from polished spear points which had never seen use. From the corner towers
along the front wall, a line of orange and gold heralds appeared and with a
fanfare which echoed across the city, down into the valley and to the Blue
River far beyond, announced the princess was ready to receive her guests.


King Porteous increased his pace making his ample
flesh wobble beneath his rich robes and perspiration bead his brow. It would
not do to be presented last. It was a well known fact that females had poor
memories and wouldn’t be able to recall any of those presented beyond the first
two or three. He was determined his son would be one of those the child would
remember. With almost indecent haste he made his way to the Great Hall, barging
passed Lord Purk and his eight scrawny fledglings and barely acknowledging the
Duke of Tamm. At the door of the Great Hall more heralds sounded their horns
and the doors were thrown open. He’d done it, he’d arrived first.


Without waiting for the herald to announce his name,
Porteous pushed his son forward and continued guiding the boy until he stood in
front of the angelic looking child. Seated on a mound of cushions at the foot
of the dais which held the throne, Daun looked too beautiful to be real. Pellum
grimaced as Porteous gave him a final shove forward and turned to watch his
father retreat in the direction of his old friend King Steppen. With a shrug of
resignation he turned his attentions back to the girl and gave her a deep bow
with a fancy flourish which he had been practising all week. Daun laughed at
his efforts making Pellum blush with embarrassment. He opened his mouth to
deliver the speech his father had taught him but before he could utter a word
Daun interrupted.


“What have you brought for me?”


Pellum eyed her suspiciously and held out the bulky
package he had tucked under his arm whilst he executed another bow. Without a
word, Daun snatched the package from his hands and began tearing at the
beautifully presented gift, oblivious to the shining wrapping or the abundance
of satin bows and silk flowers. Pellum stepped back and watched the child at
work. His father was right, as girls went there was no denying she was a
beautiful child, with startling blue eyes and curly blond hair but she was only
a child and a girl and of little interest to him.


Daun held the exquisite doll by the neck and gave it a
cursory appraisal before carelessly dropping it at her side. She gave a swift
glance towards her father and mother before giving Pellum an angelically
innocent smile.


“Thank you for your gift, it is most acceptable and I
shall treasure it always.” She glanced at her parents, saw they were busily
talking to King Porteous and then pulled a face, sticking her tongue out at
Pellum. “I hate dolls,” she said in a low menacing voice, “and any boy who
would carry a doll under his arm, even for a a short time, must be a sissy.”


Pellum flushed bright red and would have made a sharp
retort if the herald had not announced the Duke of Tamm and his two sons. He
stepped to the side as his father had instructed him and silently fumed to
himself as one after another the kingdom’s noble families presented their gifts.
He noted with some satisfaction that each gift was received with the same
formal words of gratitude and then unceremoniously dropped on the floor. The
numerous dolls, all sumptuously dressed, formed a forlorn heap on one side and
an assortment of music boxes, puppets and games were stacked in some sort of
order on the other side. The only object which seemed to gain her favour was an
ornate riding whip with a carved bone handle and a lash of multi-coloured
plaited leather which she kept on her lap and touched at regular intervals.


When the last of the gifts had been presented the
adults retired leaving the children in the charge of Tavlon, the court
minstrel. Musicians struck up lively music and footmen hurried to prepare
chairs for the first of the afternoon’s games. Daun looked sullenly at the
activity as if playing party games was too boring to contemplate and then with
a sudden burst of temper scattered the pile of toys across the floor. The
sudden clack of wooden puppets and the discordant sound of several music boxes
playing in disharmony brought a hush to the room and all eyes turned towards
the princess. Tavlon looked at her in trepidation knowing her temper would ruin
his carefully planned games. He just wished he’d resigned his position as court
minstrel after all when King Steppen had insisted on him being games master for
the afternoon.


Daun stood up, grabbing the largest doll by the ankle
and stalked across the room to where Pellum stood, thrusting the doll into his
arms. She turned to the minstrel with contempt.


“I hate party games and he’s too old to play them so
we’re going to the stables to look at the present Sarrat sent me, the rest of
you can stay here and do what you like.” She turned back to Pellum, “You, come
with me and I’ll show you the best birthday present you’ve ever seen.”


Pellum followed with mixed feelings, she was only a
child and a rude one at that but anything was better than playing stupid party
games. He looked down at the doll and cringed and wondered if he could drop it
somewhere without Daun noticing. She spun on him suddenly as if she had read
his mind.


“If that’s the best present you could think to bring
me then it’s your own fault if you have to carry it.” Pellum scowled. “Anyway
we are only taking it as far as the kennels.”


She turned around and skipped down the corridors with
Pellum trotting behind, trying to hide the wretched doll beneath his tight
fitting tunic but with no success. He was surprised when Daun led him through
the kitchens with servants bowing and curtsying on either side. From there she
led him out into the yard where buckets of left over’s from the last meal waited
to be sorted and taken to the pig pens. Daun stopped and snatched the doll from
Pellum’s grasp and then dunked the expensive gift, head first, into the bucket
of slops. Pellum looked on, dumbfounded, whilst the princess lifted the doll in
and out of the mess until it was coated in slime and then handed it back by its
one clean foot. 


Not bothering to explain, she skipped across the yard
and disappeared down a flight of steps. Intrigued, Pellum followed behind,
holding the doll away from him to avoid being splattered by the dripping swill.
When they reached the long line of metal bars with sharp points on the top,
Daun stopped and waited for him to catch up. As soon as he was by her side she
gave a piercing whistle and stepped back. Pellum was a little slow and was
nearly bowled over by the force of six giant, shaggy hounds throwing themselves
against the constraining bars of their kennel.


Daun clapped her hands and laughed in delight. “They’re
my father’s hunting hounds and really savage. Throw it over the bars and see
what they do,” she commanded, pointing at the dripping doll.


Pellum suddenly realised what she had in mind and gave
her a conspiratorial grin. With an easy lob he threw the doll to the hounds and
together they watched in raptures as the savage hounds tore the doll apart.


“If I were queen that wouldn’t have been just a doll
in there.”


“If I were king I wouldn’t stop you.”


Pellum and Daun smiled at each other in understanding.



“Come on, let me show you my horses.” 


She took hold of his hand and retraced their steps
until they came to the stable yard. Rows of brightly painted stalls opened onto
the cobbled yard, many with horses heads leaning over the half doors. Several
whickered a greeting to Daun and Pellum. Immediately the Stablemaster arrived
and bowed to his two royal visitors. He was a man of advancing years who had
put both Daun and her father before her on their first horses, treating Steppen
like his own child, even when he became an adult and king. The Stablemaster
loved the little princess but like everyone else was wary of her temper and spite
so he obeyed her instantly when she commanded the presence of her two birthday
presents.


A tall boy with slick-backed hair and hard features
led the two animals forward, holding his head as proudly as if the horses had
been his own. He smiled down at the princess who smiled back.


“The brown one is from my father,” said the princess,
pointing to a well bred mare with a look of speed about her. “King Sarrat of
Leersland sent me the silver stallion.”


“He’s magnificent,” said Pellum in awe, as he stood
back to admire the grey colt. “I’ve never seen anything like him.”


“He’s special too,” explained Daun proudly. “Sansun
has been blessed by a magician so he understands every word I say.” Pellum
looked at her in disbelief. “Sansun, would you like an apple?” The colt snorted
and shook its head up and down in answer. “See I told you so. Tarris, give
Fiola to Pellum and walk Sansun around so he can see his paces.” Tarris smiled
and walked the colt in a wide circle. “Tarris is my friend, he looks after
Sansun for me and he gave me a riding whip for my birthday.” Tarris looked even
more pleased with himself and gave a nod of acknowledgement.


“The horse is wonderful, said Pellum in a dream. “I
wish it were mine.”


“Then you can have him,” announced Daun, “I don’t need
two horses.”


Pellum looked at her in disbelief. “Do you mean it?
Can I really have him?”


“Of course, otherwise I wouldn’t have said it.”


“Yer can’t do that miss,” blurted out Tarris in alarm.
“’E was a present to yer from King Sarrat an’ ‘e would be right upset if yer
gave ‘im away.” 


Daun scowled, making the smirk disappear from Tarris’s
face.    “It’s mine and I can do with it
as I want. If I want to give it to my best friend then it’s nothing to do with
you. you’re just a servant.” She turned back and smiled sweetly at Pellum. “You’re
my best friend aren’t you?”


“Oh yes,” said Pellum, knowing at that moment he would
have agreed to anything for a chance of owning the silver horse.


“An’ what about me miss, are yer goin’ ter give me
away too?”


Daun frowned in consternation. “Damn, I had forgotten
about you. Sorry, Pellum, I can’t give Sansun away because I’d have to give Tarris
away as well and he’s my friend too, so you’ll just have to take Fiola instead,
you don’t mind do you?”


“No,” said Pellum, disappointed.


“But you must come and visit me very, very often and
then you can ride Sansun whenever you want.”


Pellum nodded in agreement, his arms around the mare’s
neck and his face buried in its silky chestnut mane to hide his feelings from
view. His father was going to be delighted. Not only had he become best friends
with the girl his father viewed as a potential bride but he’d an open
invitation to visit her at any time he wanted. More than that he’d gained a
splendid horse, albeit not the one he wanted but undoubtedly a racer. This had
to be the best afternoon he’d ever had.



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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     Jonderill
sat very still and concentrated as hard as he could on the white stone placed
carefully between his crossed legs. The afternoon sun prickled the back of his
neck and a fly buzzed irritatingly around his ear but he was determined to
ignore every distraction and concentrate on the stone until it moved. For a
moment his eyes wandered and caught a glimpse of the panorama spread like a
patchwork quilt at the foot of the great tower. From his grassy bank the view
was truly beautiful, a mixture of green and gold fading into dusky yellow where
the desert far beyond met the edge of the fertile land. 


Losing his concentration completely he looked up at
the pinnacle of the great tower with its grey slate, conical roof. The tower
was protected by the mightiest of all demons, the flying dragon, carved into
stone and entwined around its topmost reaches. From up there the view would be
awe inspiring, right across the desert to the stone hills and northward perhaps
as far as the sea. He would have liked to have seen the panorama from up there
and imagined himself on the dragon’s scaled back, winging swiftly above the
earth on a secret mission of incalculable importance and returning triumphant
to a grateful king.


With a jolt the practical side of his mind brought him
back to earth. He had no real idea of what the view from the top of the tower
was like as he had never been up there. It was the magician’s room where those
who served the goddess Federa met in conclave, whatever that was. At least they
were supposed to but Garrin had told him that there’d been no call to meet
since Maladran had become King Sarrat’s magician and taken up residence in the
tower. The fourth floor was empty but the living rooms, including his small
bedroom, took up the other three storeys below Maladran’s room. Beneath the
tower there were vast caverns but like the top room those deep chambers were
forbidden to any but master magicians.


Sometime’s though, Maladran took special guests down
there and entertained them for King Sarrat. Strangely he’d seen most of those
guests come but he’d never seen any leave. However, he knew when one was
staying because Maladran would be absent for most of the day and sometimes far
into the night as well. Jonderill sighed, he would really like to see what was
below the tower but the most interesting parts of the tower were warded and some
parts not even Maladran could enter. The way things were going they would
always be closed to him.


He turned his mind back to the white stone which had
stubbornly remained in its resting position, despite all his efforts. This time,
he promised himself, he wouldn’t let his mind wander until the stone had moved
at least a hand’s span. He concentrated on the stone and emptied his mind,
searching for the blackness which would be the vessel of his power. At least
that is what the book he’d found had told him to do. It was an old book with
scribbled notes in the margin and rude descriptions of things you could do with
local barmaids which had made him blush. It was not as ancient as the books in
Maladran’s study which he was forbidden to touch.


He’d found it one day in a deserted room on the fourth
floor whilst Maladran was doing something below the tower with one of the
visitors who had arrived that morning with an escort of kingsguards. Garrin had
been busy cleaning some fish for dinner so he’d gone exploring. The fourth
floor wasn’t actually forbidden to him although Maladran had told him he
shouldn’t enter any of the rooms because there were dangerous things inside. He
was bored though and thought that just taking a quick look inside without
touching anything couldn’t be too dangerous.


When he stepped inside the room he was disappointed. He
thought there would be all sorts of interesting things in there but the room
was full of odd bits of furniture, a dozen or so musty looking chests and some
old pots and pans which had seen better days. In disappointment he had turned
to leave when he spotted Maladran’s scrying stone on a small table. At least it
looked like the scrying stone except it was the wrong colour, somehow darker
and heavier looking. He walked over to it and stared into its depths and
without thinking about the consequences placed his hands on either side of its
smooth surface. An image appeared, faint at first and then clearer, pulling him
in until he was no longer a small boy in a store room but someone else
entirely. 


“No!” he snapped to no one but himself and an empty
room. He closed the book in front of him with an irritable snap which disturbed
the spider at the edge of the table and the dust on the long unopened bottle of
sweet red-root wine.


“No!” he snapped again, slamming the book down on the
pitted wooden table with enough force that would have made any other desk or
bench shake but this one was too solid for that. It settled squarely on its six
splayed legs, solid weiswald with its perfectly smooth, bleached surface covered
in stains. Some were from spilt red wine, some from old blood and more recently
shrezbere essence, potent pain-killer, hallucinogen and deadly poison.


His back cramped and he cursed his dependency on the
essence of the delicate red berry and the life he clung to with such tenacity. He
knew that when the time came he would no longer be able to resist Federa’s call
and he would go to his goddess in the hope she would understand what he had
done and why he had become what he had. Perhaps she would forgive him and would
let him be her slave, but if not he knew his confinement to the eternal
tortures of hellden was no more than he deserved for what he had done and the
life he had lived.


His eyes settled on the volume in front of him, exquisitely
bound in burnished red leather with gold lettering and decorated with garish
gem stones. On the open market the book would fetch more than most men could
earn in a year yet this had cost him nothing, or at least not a drac had
changed hands but that was the way of things. He wondered if the giver would
have been so generous if he’d known his bribe was wasted on one whose end was
so close. Before that day came he had one thing left to do but very little time
left in which to do it and after that nothing would matter anyway.


He turned his attention back to the object in front of
him, a history of the six kingdoms, a decade in its writing and a day in its
search for truth. In disgust he swept the book from the table as if it were
worthless and beneath his attention. Why, he thought, did those who called
themselves historians never search for the truth of a matter? Why did they
always take things on face value, listening to minstrel’s songs and courier’s tales?
Why were the good always so strong and the evil so weak when in reality it was
the other way around? Most of all,
why were the heroes always noble born?
Did coin and privilege and a name given to them at birth give them the right to
be glorified for deeds they didn’t commit whilst lowly birth carried no more
weight than the honour a man could claim for himself?


As always his anger burst like a soapwort bubble,
disappearing with a sigh of regret. Somehow his guilt always managed to sweep
away his feelings of hurt pride. He looked down at the discarded book wishing
he’d not been so careless but however much he might wish it, his permanently
frozen back and shattered spine would not allow him to pick it up from the
polished wooden floor.


However, his remorse stopped at that point. There was
no way he was going to expend his carefully preserved energies on levitating
the book back onto the table. It would have to lie where it was on the floor
until his man came to move him onto the stone-flagged veranda so he could watch
another dawn light the skies over the vine covered hills and green forests
beyond. Another day waiting for Federa’s final, irresistible summons.


He looked at the book and gave a bitter laugh. Perhaps
he’d been too hard on Pratalus. After all, the man had taken the trouble to
record what had taken place, which was more than could be said for himself, and
the man did have a living to make, two villas to keep and six concubines and a
fat wife to dress and indulge. He needed to write a bestseller. An account of
the truth would hardly have kept him in the luxury he was accustomed to. In
fact it was quite likely it would have cost him his head. He could have written
the truth of course, not to increase his wealth or fame as Pratalus had done
but so that people would know he had tried to do what was right but was as
vulnerable as any other to the influence of vengeance and pride. 


Yes, it would be a story worth the writing if he only
had the means. He looked down at the two leather pads which covered the stumps
where his hands should have been and choked back the bitterness. Of all the
things that had been done to his body in Federa’s name, taking his hands had
been the worst. He had eventually triumphed over his mutilation, his powers
finding a new focus, intensified tenfold by no longer having to be physically
manipulated but that didn’t compensate for their loss and having to be fed and
dressed and cared for like a helpless child.


Not that his man treated him like a child. If he asked
he would take down his words but he was no great scholar and progress would be
uncomfortably slow for both of them. What was more, there wouldn’t be time.
Soon he would face the goddess’s justice one last time, and whatever the
outcome, he would die. 


The man closed his eyes and as he did so the image slowly
faded away releasing the boy from its grip. Jonderill stepped back and blinked
as if he had been in a dream. For a moment he wondered who the man was and then
he turned away, the memory of what he had seen forgotten as he looked for
something else to take his interest. As he looked around his eyes rested on the
book. It had been left unopened on a table, covered with dust and obviously
forgotten. He knew he was forbidden to touch any of the books of magic but this
one had an irresistible lure and apart from that, if it had been there long
enough to be layered in dust, it could hardly be important.


Now he knew his assumption had been correct. Despite reading
the boring and stuffy epistle from cover to cover, quite an achievement for
someone with only four summers book learning, he still knew nothing about
magic. Maladran would help him if he asked, of that he was sure, but after his
one and only abortive attempt to try and use the power, Maladran had smiled
kindly, ruffled his hair and had never mentioned magic again. Yes, he could
have asked his guardian but he wanted it to be a surprise, like a gift to thank
the magician for all that he had done for him.


Still the stone hadn’t moved and Jonderill berated
himself for having let his mind wander yet again but it was so difficult to
concentrate on blackness and silence when the sun shone from a brilliant blue
sky and sky singers sang with piercing clarity. Perhaps the book was right all
along, it had warned that levitation was of a second level magic, whatever that
was, and unsuitable for apprentices. He might have had some success if he’d
started with something easier.


He thought of the number of times he’d tried to make
elemental fire, the simplest of all magic but even that was beyond him. A
slight tremor of anxiety passed through him as he thought of Maladran. The
magician had never once expressed disappointment with his inability to use even
the simplest, basic arcane skills but surely one day he would lose patience
with him and what would happen to an unwanted kingsward then?


With more determination than ever, Jonderill returned
to the search for a darkness to contain his power, closing his eyes to block
out the sunlight but instead of darkness all he could find was a soft yellow
glow which spread from the corners of his mind in gentle peace. It was a
wonderful warm feeling, just like drifting into sleep. Only he didn’t want to
sleep so he opened his eyes, marvelling at the sudden clarity of everything
around him. The panorama seemed to sweep on forever but instead of a blend of
subtle colours he could see each field in stark detail right out to the far
edge of the desert.


He could see which crops grew where and how many sheep
grazed the hillside and when he breathed deeply he could smell the newly cut
hay from the distant fields. Startled by the unusual clarity, he looked to
where his hands rested on the ground, each blade of grass like a miniature
upturned dagger between his fingers.


Jonderill lifted his hand towards his eyes as if he
had never seen it before. He studied the small silver hairs which shimmered
along its surface and the shadow of blue veins just below the skin. For the
first time he noticed his fingers were long and thin and remarkably flexible
and when he turned his hand palm upwards, each finger could reach below the
base of his thumb. The concentrated movement of his fingers made him feel
different, almost restless as if he had an itch he couldn’t scratch and as
light-headed as the time he had drunk unwatered wine. He flexed his fingers
again, stretching the small one to touch his Venus mound and a creamy yellow
light flowed from his mind to form a flickering ball of fire a finger’s breadth
from his open palm.


For a moment he stared at the wavering light in shock
and then jumped to his feet with a shriek of alarm, shaking his hand as if he
were trying to dislodge pinching crabs. The ball of fire shot from his hand and
bounced on the grass before disappearing without leaving a trace of its
existence behind. Jonderill trembled with the shock of what had happened and
stood rooted to the spot, it was what he’d wanted to happen but it had happened
all wrong. There had been light inside his mind instead of darkness, movement
instead of stillness and all his senses had been dramatically attuned to the
life around him. Nervelessly he slumped onto the ground and it was several
minutes before he dare bring his hands up level with his eyes again. Nothing
had changed; they were still as they were before, brown and a bit wrinkled,
grubby from playing six-stones and scraped across two knuckles. How then could
such hands produce elemental fire?”


He held out his hands again and turned them over,
palms up, backs up, and then the palms up again but nothing happened. He moved
his fingers one by one and then in sequence and then all together and still
nothing happened. In frustration he waved them in the air and then clapped them
together but all he felt was stupid so he dropped them onto his lap. Perhaps he
hadn’t created elemental fire after all; perhaps he had been day-dreaming. In
fact he remembered feeling warm and peaceful as if he was drifting off to
sleep. He thought of the golden glow which had washed over him and felt a
tremor of excitement as the pale light once again filled his mind. Carefully he
held out his hands and worked almost in a trance as each long finger moved in
turn. When the smallest one came into position a round ball of elemental fire
shimmered into existence, coalesced and then was gone as his growing excitement
pushed the yellow glow out of his mind.


His excitement was too much to contain. Now he knew
how to call on the power, not like the book said or how Maladran had explained
it to him but with light and warmth and peace. Jumping from one foot to another
he tried again but the soft glow wouldn’t come into his mind, only a liquid
orange light streaked with bright flashes. He stopped jumping around and sat back
down quietly on the grass until his heart ceased racing and his hands were
still, then he tried again.


The elemental fire formed instantly, wavered and then
steadied. Slowly Jonderill lowered his hand leaving the fire to burn in the air
and then with a movement of his fingers he moved the fireball up and down and
from side to side. It was his whoop of joy which finally extinguished the fire,
that and the wind as he raced towards the tower with his wonderful news.


Maladran looked up from the chart he had been studying
with a look of annoyance and surprise. It was the strictest of rules that when
he was working in the upper most room of the tower he was not to be disturbed and
none had ever dared to break that rule. Whatever had brought that person to
stand in front of the forbidden door and tap with such haste on its warded
timbers must have been of the utmost urgency and importance. With no effort he
lifted the warding and snapped a command to enter which was unnecessary as
Jonderill had already thrown the door open wide and stood on the threshold of
Maladran’s private chamber.


What he expected to see there is difficult to guess
but the room was certainly nothing like he thought a magician’s workroom should
look like. For a start it was neat and tidy and well ordered with books stacked
by size on wooden shelves instead of lying open on desks and tables. Jars of
all sizes were carefully labelled and neatly stored and there wasn’t one
skeleton in sight. Only the walls were different, being completely circular and
decorated with star maps of the constellations as they would appear from the
top of the tower. Jonderill glanced upwards as if his eyes were being drawn
towards the centre of the conical roof. Complex mechanisms for drawing back the
roof, which would allow starlight to flood down onto the obsidian chart table
below, were fastened to cross beams and had the appearance of being well used.


The only other remarkable aspect of the room were the
strange creatures with horns and snouts and long tusks which stood along one
wall. Each was slightly shorter than a man but massively built with large,
powerful arms and muscular legs. They looked to be carved out of pale stone
with intricate care and would have normally fascinated Jonderill but today he
took no notice of them, he had eyes only for his guardian.


If it had been any other person, Maladran’s response
would have been pure acid followed by curt dismissal from his service but the
boy was different, he had changed his life, showing him light and laughter
again. He could deny him nothing. With an effort he looked stern, ready to
chastise but Jonderill’s obvious excitement and infectious smile disarmed him
completely. He sat in his chair happily defeated.


“This had better be good,” he warned gently, waiting
for an explanation.


“It is,” replied Jonderill excitedly, hopping from
foot to foot and then, as if realising where he was, he added in a serious
voice, “I’ve something to show you, it’s something I’ve done for you.”


Maladran gave a nod of acquiescence and sat back
waiting for Jonderill to begin. The boy had grown considerably in the four
summers since he had become Maladran’s property and if he remembered any of the
depravations of his previous existence it didn’t show in his ready smile and
sparkling eyes. After the difficult early days when Jonderill had cowered at
the slightest sharp word or raised hand, Maladran had been amazed at the
quickness of his mind and the speed with which he learnt things other boys of
his age already knew. In all truth he was as proud of Jonderill as if he had
been his own son, which he would be if he could persuade Sarrat to allow him to
legally adopt the bound kingsward.


“Watch,” said the boy, pulling the magician from his
contented thoughts.


Maladran watched as Jonderill held out his hand and
concentrated hard, a slight smile on his lips at the boy’s intensity. He knew
the boy practised the power in secret but there was no likelihood of him ever
obtaining it, such power was not in his blood and his testing had shown that he
had no aptitude for magic. However he let the boy continue. It obviously meant
something to him although Maladran wished he would have chosen a more
appropriate time and place for his games. He was working on a problem for
Sarrat and he knew the king was impatient for a solution.


The magician felt the tingle of arcane power a fraction
of a second before the boy’s pale green eyes darkened slightly. He shifted in
his seat, consumed by a terrible apprehension and watched as the boy moved his
fingers. The first ball of elemental fire appeared from the air and hovered
above Jonderill’s open palm. Mesmerised by the wavering light, Maladran rose
from the chair in parallel with the fireball and stared transfixed as the boy
produced another and another. All the strength seemed to drain from his legs
and the warmth from his body, leaving behind a fearful cold. Jonderill looked
into Maladran’s eyes and saw something there which made him immediately release
the elemental fire and the mind glow which produced it. Released from the
vision, Maladran collapsed back into his chair, his heart pounding and his mind
stunned. For a moment the boy stood in silence, unsure of himself and bewildered
by the look in Maladran’s eyes.


“Aren’t you pleased?” he asked hesitantly. “I only did
it for you”.


“Yes. Yes of course I’m pleased, it’s just come as a
surprise, that’s all.” He smiled fondly at the boy. “It’s a different kind of
talent to mine and it will need careful nurturing if it’s to blossom into full
power. For now only use it sparingly and in private until we have the chance to
investigate it properly.”


Jonderill waited for the magician to say more but the
man had closed his eyes and withdrawn into himself. He suddenly became aware
that Maladran had his charts spread across the table and open books on his
desk. Perhaps he had chosen a bad moment to interrupt the magician. Quietly he
turned around and slipped from the room, the warded door closing silently behind
him.


Maladran waited for Jonderill to leave before he opened
his eyes and swallowed hard, choking back the emotions which the boy had taught
him to feel. So it had emerged at last, the hidden power within the boy which
he’d sensed the first time they had met. Why did it have to emerge now though,
after all this time? If the power had come to the boy earlier it would have
been easy to block it but to suppress it now could cause Jonderill considerable
harm, even madness. But even that was better than Sarrat discovering that the
boy had talent. 


He dropped his head to his hands in blank despair and
closed his mind to every sense. Eventually the loud rapping on the door and the
shock waves rippling through his warding broke his trance and his mind jumped
back to the present. Angrily he lifted the warding and snapped open the door
allowing Garrin to tumble through the sudden opening and then scuttle back
guiltily over the threshold. He knew the rules and was terrified of where his
momentum had carried him.


“Well?” snapped Maladran.


“My lord, the king is here.”


For a moment the magician looked blank and Garrin
repeated himself. It took a moment longer before he realised what Garrin had
really meant.


“Not here,” he commanded but he was too late, the
bulky figure of Sarrat pushed the nervous servant aside and stepped into the
room.            


He stopped and looked around him with a sneer of
disdain on his face. ”So this is where you have been hiding, hardly impressive
is it?”


“You’re welcome here to my work room, My Lord, but
perhaps it would be more appropriate if we were to retire to more comfortable
quarters where refreshments could be served. I have a fine red wine which I am
sure you’ll enjoy.”


“This’ll do well enough, I have no intention of
remaining long, I have more pressing matters to deal with. Now, magician, what
is this damn fool nonsense you have requested of me about adopting a kingsward
as your own son?”


Maladran sat back heavily in his chair, the mention of
the boy bringing back the memory of what had happened, which the king’s
unexpected arrival in his private room had momentarily put out of his mind. “It’s
the boy I took from the estate of High Lord Coledran, I have become fond of him
and thought I would take him for my son.”


“What foolishness is this, Maladran? You are a
magician not a damn father. I can see I have been over-indulgent with you,
allowing you to hide away in your tower instead of attending my court as you
should be doing. Now you’ve come up with this nonsense. Put the boy back in his
proper place, Maladran and come to your senses. The High Lord is up to his old
tricks again and is refusing to obey my commands so I once again have need of
your services.”


Maladran stood and took a step towards the king. “The
boy is in his right place, at my side learning from his father.”


Sarrat raised his eyebrows in question. “Learning what
from his father?” Maladran remained silent whilst the king looked annoyed at
the magician’s obscure comment and then a cruel sneer of realisation crossed
his face and he laughed maliciously. “You’ve done it again haven’t you,
Maladran? Despite my warnings and what happened last time you’ve taught the boy
to call on the arcane.”


“The boy has a talent,” replied Maladran defensively. “It
is a very different talent than mine and as yet immature but undoubtedly
strong. With care he could be a great magician.


If he were my son we could work together and share the
knowledge of his power, then you would own two magicians to do as you bid.”


“If you believe that you are deluding yourself,
magician. I told you at the outset that I would allow only one of your kind to
stand by my side and you took a vow on it when we took the kingdom. Don’t think
that I will allow you to break that vow, Maladran, for the sake of your
sentimental feelings.”


“But he could be of great value to you if I am allowed
to nurture his power.”


“No, Maladran. You know that none of the six kingdoms
can harbour more than one of Federa’s acolytes at a time. There is no way I
will let anyone with the slightest chance of using the power out of my control
to be snapped up by my enemies.”


“But he’s only a boy! I will ensure he’s always loyal
to you.”


Sarrat looked at the magician with contempt. “Don’t be
a fool, Maladran. Is your memory so short that you forget how we came to be
where we are, you and I? You were loyal to Malute and Yarrin but that didn’t
stop you plotting against them so you could take the place of Yarrin. I put
that torc around your neck and I can take it off again. Remember how Yarrin
died, raving and mad and fouling himself. Unless you want to go the same way
the boy dies and you will do as you are told. Now get your things together,
lock your tower and go and deal with the High Lord. I shall deal with the boy.”



Sarrat turned on his heel and stormed out of the
magician’s room leaving Maladran numbly staring after him.


Outside, in the warmth of the afternoon sunshine,
Jonderill sat quietly in his favourite place, the grassy hillock with the
glorious view across the kingdom of Leersland. He had seen the king and his
escort arrive and knew they could be here for only one purpose. Of course he
wasn’t meant to know what it was which brought the king to Maladran’s tower but
Garrin lacked the ability to keep a secret, especially from the boy he had
become a second father to. 


If the king agreed then he would be Maladran’s son. He
wondered what it would be like, if he would feel different than he did now. Despite
all his efforts he still couldn’t remember his parents and he could remember
nothing of what it was like to be someone’s son. In fact, in all his life he
had only known one father and son and they argued all the time. He smiled to
himself in anticipation, when he was Maladran’s son he would never argue.


Sounds of someone approaching broke through his
daydreams and he eagerly jumped to his feet knowing he was grinning like a
fairground fool. The approaching man was a kingsguard with dull eyes and a
straggly beard. For a moment Jonderill was concerned and then felt foolish;
what did he expect, the king to come searching for him personally? The guard
beckoned him to follow and he did so, holding back an urge to skip across the
bright sunlit grass.


At the front of the tower only half the kingsguard
troop remained, the other half having left with the king after he had spoken to
his Guardcaptain. The rest were mounted, obviously ready to leave but there was
still no sign of Maladran. Jonderill hesitated, unsure of what was expected of
him and the soldier who had come to fetch him pushed him roughly forward to
where Gartnor sat on a large dun gelding.


“You’re to come with me, boy,” commanded Gartnor
without any attempt to dismount.


“Why?” asked Jonderill curiously.


The Guardcaptain leaned from his saddle, his eyes cold
and a sneering laugh on his narrow lips. “Because you’re my property now,
kingsward.”


For a moment the words meant nothing and then the
terrible truth hit Jonderill like a stunning blow. “Maladran’s sold me?”


“No, boy, not even that he’s given you away. Now give
me your hand unless you want to walk back to Tarmin tied to the rear of my horse.”


Jonderill backed away, unable to believe what was
happening. A sharp lump in his throat prevented him from speaking but nothing
would stop him from finding Maladran and learning the truth from his own lips.
He turned to run but the guard’s strong hands grabbed hold of his shoulders and
arms and in a moment his hands were bound firmly in front of him. He kicked and
struggled but Gartnor leaned from his horse and struck him a stunning blow
around the head before taking hold of his bound hands and dragging him across
the pommel of his saddle.


Now the boy’s tears came freely and whilst the sharp
lump in his throat threatened to choke him he managed one coherent word. “Why?”


Gartnor laughed viciously. “Because you have the
power. Don’t you know, boy, no one threatens Maladran’s position as the
greatest of all magician’s and still lives?”



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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     Jonderill
rolled up the sleeve of his coarse grey tunic and sullenly looked at the sour
slops in front of him. Of all the tasks assigned to him in his lowly position
as houseboy this was the one he detested most. He pushed his hands into the
cold, congealed mess and his stomach turned in protest. Unable to stop himself
he retched twice, thankful there was nothing inside him to bring up and waited
for his nausea to pass before he began sifting through the scraps of leftover
food from the Great Hall.


This bucketful was worse than most. Not only did it
contain the remains of last night’s banquet; soups, shellfish, vegetables, five
kinds of meat and as many rich sauces but the princess and her guests had been
present. Soft preserves and rich cream, milky puddings and once sweet fondants
now curdled disgustingly amongst the greasy scraps. He retched once more and
began the task of separating meat and bones from the rest of the slops; bones
in the pail for the glue makers, slops to the pigs and meat for the hounds. At
least in this land of plenty the meat was truly for the hounds and not for the
bound servants such as him.


Perhaps it was memories of those days when hunger had
driven him to eat with the hounds that made this task so distasteful. Then he
had never considered where the food came from and if he had known he wouldn’t
have cared, food was life and when you were starving that was all that
mattered. Or at least that was all that mattered then but he had learnt that
even a kingsward could have a life which was worth something if someone cared
for you. Having someone care was what was really important. A hard lump came
into his throat and he blinked to clear his blurred vision. Hunger or
exhaustion or even the cut of the dog whip was nothing compared to the pain of
being given away to be a slave by someone you thought cared for you. 


Maladran had given him away without a thought or a
word and all because he had tried to please him. His ribs were still bruised
where Captain Gartnor had ridden back to Tarmin with him held firmly across the
front of his saddle.  After that he had
spent two days locked in a dark shed without food or light and had then been
sold to a caravan master heading across the Blue River. It had taken four days
of walking with his hands tied to the back of an ox cart before he arrived in
Vinmore. Then he’d been taken to the servants’ yard of the palace and handed
over to a burly man in house livery in exchange for a small purse of coin.
Jonderill pulled his slimy hands from the bucket and glared at them as if they
were to blame for everything which had happened to him.


“Boy!” said a voice behind him, sharp but not unkind.


Jonderill jumped and made a hasty bow to his new
master, the Housecharge, who managed the royal household and ordered the lives
of its servants, pages, squires and even sometimes the knights and the royal
family as well. He was a large man in stature as well as in voice and few,
except the very brave, challenged his authority. It had been the Housecharge
who had accepted him as a bound servant, making it clear that he didn’t usually
take the children of convicted felons into his household. However he had found
the exhausted boy a bed in the servants’ hall and the following morning had
furnished him with a brown house tunic which fell to his knees, a webbing belt
and a list of duties to be performed daily. Since then the man had ignored him
completely, which was only to expected for a servant who was little more than a
slave.


“The yard boys have all been called to the stables to
help with the guest’s horses or to prepare for the royal hunt. You’ll have to
carry the scraps away yourself and make it snappy; with the princess ruling the
roost there won’t be a moment’s peace for any of us today.” Jonderill bowed. “And,
boy, make sure you get a loaf and a wedge of cheese inside you as soon as your
stomach has settled. I’ll not have any of my boys go hungry just because her
highness wants everything done yesterday.”


He gave Jonderill an unexpected wink and moved back
into the kitchen where his commands reverberated from pristine white wall to
pristine white wall. For a moment Jonderill stared after him, strangely touched
that the Housecharge should show any concern for his well being. Then he
shrugged, he supposed it would be an inconvenience to his master if he fainted
from hunger, especially when there was so much to be done.


Despite his dour thoughts and the heaviness of the
buckets which waited to be transported his mood lightened slightly at the
thought of being free from the constraints of the kitchen precincts for a
while. His duties had restricted him to the kitchen, its store rooms and yards and,
of course, the servants’ quarters. The Housecharge had warned him strictly
against entering any area where the royal family might notice a brown-clad
servant. In all honesty he could have left the palace at any time he chose over
the last moon cycle, either to visit the town outside the palace walls or to
leave his captivity and make a bid for freedom but he’d no money and he knew
what it was to be hungry, cold and alone. At least here he had a warm bed, clean
clothes and enough to eat. For a kingsward that should make him more than
content.


“Hey, houseboy!”


Jonderill looked up to see a tall boy a few summers
older than he was dressed in a leather jerkin and breaches leaning against the
wall and studying him with a contemptuous sneer. He had seen that look before
and guessed what was coming next.


“I see they’ve found you the perfect job, sorting
through the left over slops.” Jonderill said nothing but continued with his
unpleasant task keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the bucket in front of him. “That’s
just the right sort of job for a slave though, isn’t it, rubbish in rubbish out.”


“I’m not a slave,” said Jonderill defensively. “I’m a
bound servant.”


The boy wandered over and kicked the bucket Jonderill
was working through, the look of arrogance still on his face. “Same thing. You
belong to the Housecharge. I heard it said he paid three silver gellstart for
you, about the same as he would pay for a work horse.” He gave a cruel laugh
and prodded Jonderill’s leg with the toe of his boot. “Is that what you are,
slave, the Housecharge’s work horse?”


Jonderill stood slowly, tired of the insults and the
chiding he received every time the Housecharge was out of hearing from the yard
boys and cadets. The mocking boy pulled himself up straighter to stand a good
head taller than he was.


“What’s it like to be a slave boy and sleep under the
table in the kitchen and eat from the slops? It’s not the sort of thing normal
folk do but I suppose you’ve got used to it, having done it since your
worthless father was executed.”


Something in Jonderill snapped and he charged the boy,
head down, catching him in the stomach and knocking him over backwards. He
rolled on top of him and before the boy had a chance to recover Jonderill had
hit him twice with his soiled hands and added blood to the slime on the boy’s
face. Jonderill went to land a third blow but the boy had recovered from his
shock and grabbed his wrists using his extra weight and height to push him to
the side. He rolled over but held onto the boy’s jerkin and together they
rolled around the yard, knocking the bucket of bones over and narrowly missing
the slop bucket for the pigs. The boy landed a blow on Jonderill’s jaw, making
his lip bleed and Jonderill grabbed the boy’s hair and yanked it hard enough to
make him cry out.


“Enough of this!” shouted the stern voice of the
Housecharge. His strong hands grabbed the back of Jonderill’s tunic and hauled
him off his opponent. The tall boy scrambled to his feet and wiped the blood
from his nose on to the back of his hand. “What do the pair of you think you’re
doing? I’ve a palace full of demanding visitors, children and their maids under
everyone’s feet and the princess screaming blue murder and you two are rolling
around the yard! I’ve a good mind to tell the Cadetmaster about you, Barrin and
let him find your idle hands extra work to do. As for you, boy, I don’t agree
with using a heavy hand on those who work for me but perhaps a good thrashing
will teach the likes of you that no one fights in my household.”


He spun Jonderill around pressing him up against the
wall and unclipped the cane which hung from his belt at his side. It was only
meant to be ceremonial; a sign of his position in the royal household but it
would do very well for what he had in mind.


“Don’t hit him, sir,” pleaded Barrin, stepping
forward. “It wasn’t his fault. Me and the others have been goading him on and I
suppose I went a bit too far.”


The Housecharge released Jonderill and looked sternly
at them both before pointing and wagging his finger at Jonderill. “I’ll not
have fighting here again, do you understand? Next time I see you raise a hand
to anyone or find you have been fighting I’ll have you publicly beaten and sold
to a slaver from Essenland. Now get the yard cleared up and Barrin, you helped
to make this mess so you give him a hand. I want him back in the kitchen to
turn the spits as soon as he’s finished out here.”


With an angry grunt the Housecharge marched off,
leaving the two boys to face each other in an awkward silence. Jonderill
started collecting the scattered contents of the bucket and Barrin helped him
until the yard looked reasonably tidy.


“Look, I’m sorry about what happened, I didn’t mean to
get you into trouble with the Housecharge. I suppose I shouldn’t have picked on
you like that but I didn’t think you would have the courage to react as you did.
I’ll not do it again, I promise.”


“Thanks,” said Jonderill doubtfully. “Why did you stop
him from thrashing me, I thought that’s what you and your friends wanted?”


“No, we just wanted a bit of fun. See, we’ve never had
a slave, er, I mean a bound servant here before so we had a bet you wouldn’t
have the guts to fight back, even if I pushed you too far.” He looked ashamed
and shuffled his feet. “I never thought the Housecharge would get so angry. He’s
never struck anyone before, I don’t think he’s even allowed to, so I sort of
saved him as well.” He rubbed the side of his cheek where a bruise was starting
to blossom and gave Jonderill a broad grin. “You really pack a hard punch.
Perhaps when you’re finished for the day you’ll come and have an ale with me
and show me how a little squirt like you can hit so hard.”


Jonderill smiled and looked away. “I’d like to do that
but they don’t pay bound servants like me.”


“That don’t seem right but no worry, my father owns
the Soldier’s Rest just beyond the palace gates. Just come on in and ask for
Barrin, I’ll be there all night.”


He clapped Jonderill on the back and gave him an
encouraging grin before taking hold of the larger pail and heading in the
direction of the pig pens. Barrin disappeared through the yard gate, whistling
brightly, before Jonderill had chance to say a word of thanks. He smiled to
himself and finished washing the grease from his arms at the trough by the
door. Later he would have to clean the great cooking pans in there when the
cooks had finished with them, another job he hated, but for now at least, he
had his first opportunity to escape his tedious life and the possibility of
making a new friend. 


Jonderill let the sleeves of his course brown tunic
cover his wet arms and picked up the bucket of meat scraps, disturbing a
cluster of black buzzers which had come for an early lunch. The bucket was
lighter than it should have been and he prayed this was because the half eaten
joints had been salvaged from the banqueting table last night and not due to
his negligence with the swill bucket. If they had been rescued there would be
cold meat for lunch and perhaps pickles to go with the usual hot flour-roots
and steamed vegetables. His stomach rumbled in anticipation and he found himself
humming Barrin’s happy tune as he hefted the bucket of scraps and headed for
the kennels.


The stables, with their adjoining kennels, lay one
step lower than the palace with its elegant towers and its tall spires inlaid
with gold but still within the high stone wall which held back the moat and
separated the palace from the city below. Built on the peak of a craggy rock
protruding through naturally rising upland, the palace and capital city of
Alewinder stood at the head of a lush valley.


The home of Vinmore’s royal family could be seen from
every part of the kingdom and stood like a banner proclaiming the peace and
prosperity which King Steppen and his predecessors had given to the land. On a
day when the sun shone from a faultless blue sky and lit up the stone walls,
the colour of wild honey, nobody could doubt how good it was to be alive and
living in Vinmore.


Walking along a back path beneath overhanging white
and cream blooms of honeyvine, listening to skysoarers sharing their pairing
call and assailed by the climbing vines heavy perfume, even Jonderill could
forget the emptiness of being alone, the nameless property of another man. He
knew it was a tradition of the servants’ hall that the newest amongst them was
called nothing but ‘boy’. “It keeps you in your place until you learn to
respect your betters,” the Housecharge had told him that first day but that
didn’t mean he had to like it. 


Jonderill was his name, a warrior’s name, given to him
by Maladran. It was the only thing which Maladran had given him which he still
possessed and nobody was going to take that from him. With renewed
determination to overcome his present loneliness and with a real hope he could
make Barrin his friend he lengthened his stride and turned left off the
pathway, one opening too soon. Jonderill realised his mistake the moment he
ducked underneath the low stone archway and into the brilliant sunshine of the
stable yard. The kennels, which were his destination, stood to his right behind
a low wall and tall metal railings with gold painted points. He could hear the
hounds calling but only just over the noise and confusion in the yard in front
of him.


A dozen or so ponies and at least a dozen larger
animals, saddled and bedecked in bright colours, milled around in a nervous
state shaking heads and pulling at reins. They were clearly unsettled by the
noise of the band which played in one corner and the flapping banners which
each animal carried attached to its saddle. An assortment of stable hands, many
of them inexperienced yard boys conscripted for the day, clung onto the heads
of fractious animals. Some helped small riders onto mounts which were far too
big for them. Several more of the children were shouting at the men holding
their mount’s bridle to help them up whilst others were screaming to be taken
down.


In the middle of the chaos and confusion stood a
magnificent grey stallion, its ears laid back and the whites of its eyes
showing. Yet it was not the stallion which held Jonderill’s attention but its
rider, the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Her long hair, the colour
of pale honey, hung down her back, held neatly in place by a wide meshed net of
gold thread studded with pearls. Her eyes were the blue of a mountain lake
beneath crystal summer skies and her red lips the colour of wild red berries.
The rider’s complexion was soft and faultless and already her girlish figure
showed the signs of what the woman would one day be. Jonderill stared, his
mouth agape, unable to take his eyes off her.


He would probably have stayed in the same mesmerised
position all day if the grey stallion she rode hadn’t tired of the noise and
confusion and backed into the milling crowd behind him. The girl dragged on the
reins, sawing at the horse’s mouth and brought her whip down over its shoulder.
With a scream of temper it kicked out at the roan pony which had careered into
its quarters and then jumped forward several strides to give itself more room
to continue its violent protest. Its young rider lost her reins in the
unexpected leap forward but held onto her seat by entwining her hands in the
horse’s long flowing mane.


Feeling its freedom, the horse reared up with its
front legs pawing the air, scattering the men and children around it. Immediately
the girl slipped down the back of the saddle, dislodging her pennant and riding
whip but still holding tightly to the animal’s mane. The horse’s front hooves
hit the ground with a shudder which further unseated its rider and then tensed
its muscles again in readiness for another attempt at dislodging her.


Jonderill was not particularly brave and had no real
liking of horses but there was no way he could stand by and watch the beautiful
girl crash to the cobbles and be trampled beneath the horse’s hooves. He
dropped the bucket of scraps, threw himself across the courtyard and managed to
get both hands on the horse’s bridle just as it was about to launch itself into
the air again. His sudden weight brought the horse’s head down and he held it
there whilst the horse stood shaking and sweating in fear and temper. The touch
of the horse’s flesh brought a sudden recognition to Jonderill although it had
been two summers since he had been witness to Maladran’s blessing. 


He spoke softly and quietly calling the horse’s name,
knowing the animal would understand him and was rewarded by an easing of the
horse’s taut muscles and a pricking of its ears. Jonderill stroked the
sensitive nose and calmed the horse with gentle words whilst its beautiful
rider pulled herself back into the saddle and gathered the reins into one hand.
Her blue eyes blazed with anger as she searched for something missing from her
saddle. Behind her the stable hands had finally brought all the other mounts
under control and some semblance of peace and order existed. The rider next to
her, a young man of almost twice her age, sidled up to the girl, a mocking
laugh curling the edge of his lips.


“I thought you knew how to ride,” he sneered.


“I do,” snapped the girl, her anger being fed by the
young man’s disdain, “but this animal has yet to learn to obey my commands,
however I will teach it a lesson it won’t forget.” She looked around until she
sighted the object she had lost and then turned her attentions to Jonderill. “You,
boy, pass me my riding whip.” Jonderill felt Sansun shudder under his hands.


“No, My Lady, this horse needs reassurance not a
beating.”


“Insolent boy!” screamed the girl, beside herself with
anger. “How dare you defy me!” She turned in the saddle and without asking
snatched the riding whip out of her companion’s hand. With all her force she
brought the whip down across Jonderill’s face, drawing a line of blood and then
another across his shoulders. 


The young man next to her looked horrified and caught
her hand before she could land a third stroke of the whip. “No, Daun, don’t do
that in front of all these people, it’s not ladylike.”


Daun glowered at him. “Mind your own business, Pellum,
I’m not having this dirty mongrel touching my horse or disobeying my commands.”
She pulled her hand free of Pellum’s restraint.


“Then let the Stablemaster punish him for his audacity,
his hand is heavier than yours.”


The Princess looked at Pellum with her anger slowly
subsiding but a spiteful gleam coming into her eyes. “Boy, take yourself off to
the saddle room and wait for the Stablemaster, he will put some salve on that
cut so it won’t scar too badly.”


Jonderill looked into the impossibly blue eyes and
bowed, seeing only beauty and not the coldness there. He released Sansun with
one last affectionate stroke and hurried to do as the princess bid.


Daun turned back to Pellum with a satisfied smirk. “The
Stablemaster is old and soft and is frightened to death of the Housecharge. At
best he will give the boy a talking to but I know someone who will teach the
boy his manners.” She stood in her stirrups and beckoned to the tall assistant
Stablemaster who hurried to her side.


“You saw the boy take hold of my horse without my
permission?”


“Yes yer ‘ighness, ‘e deliberately upset yer ‘orse in
an attempt ter unseat yer.”


Daun smiled viciously. “Then the boy deserves to be
taught a lesson.”


“Most definitely,” replied Tarris, returning her
smile.


“So I can rely on you to ensure the boy knows his
place in future?”


“Your wish, Me Lady.” Tarris stepped back looking
supremely happy. 


Daun turned to Pellum and the others who had come to
help her celebrate her birthday and gave them a look of withering contempt.


“Now you have finally managed to get your nags under
control I suppose we can leave.”


She dragged Sansun around and heeled her mount out of
the gates and onto the drawbridge, giving Tarris one last conspiratorial smile.


Jonderill had done as the princess commanded and had
made his way to the saddle room where he now sat on the long table holding a
damp cloth to the shallow cut which ran from cheek bone to jaw. He felt as
miserable as he could get. It wasn’t so much the thought of the scar he would likely
carry for the rest of his life but the beautiful girl who had given it to him.
If she felt so little for him now that she would use a riding whip on him, what
hope was there for the future? There could be none, he knew that, he was just
an unpaid servant and she a princess and heir to the throne of Vinmore. So lost
in his thoughts was he that he didn’t hear the tall man enter the saddle room
until Tarris’s strong hand clutched the back of his neck in an inescapable
grip.


“Well if it aint me friend the magician lover.” 


Jonderill recognised the voice instantly; he should
have known that if the grey stallion was here, Tarris would not be far away. “Leave
me alone, Tarris, you can’t do anything to me here, you’ll get sent away if you
touch me and I tell the Housecharge.”


“I aint scared of you or the old dish scrubber, ‘cause
I got special permission from ‘er royal ‘ighness to teach yer some manners an’
that’s just what I’m goin’ to do. If the old man wants to object ‘e can take it
up wiv ‘er ‘ighness but it’ll be too late for you, I’ll ‘ave ‘ad me fun wiv yer
as I should’ave done a long time ago.” 


Tarris’s grip tightened around Jonderill’s neck as he
pushed him downwards across the table whilst his other hand pulled at his belt.
Jonderill panicked. Despite two summers having passed since their last meeting
he was still not strong enough to fight the bully off and the stables were
deserted. He tried to resist but Tarris was pulling his tunic up around his
waist and laughing sadistically. Jonderill closed his eyes and desperately
sought some way to escape.


His mind was suddenly assaulted with brilliant light
and Tarris screamed in fear and pain, releasing Jonderill and jumping back
clutching his hand. A smell of burning flesh mixed with smouldering straw
filled the air. Stunned, Jonderill scrambled from the table to face his
attacker who was rubbing a singed hand and stomping on the smouldering floor.
Tarris looked at Jonderill with a mixture of fear and hatred.


“Yer possessed!” stammered Tarris but seeing the look of
confusion and fright on Jonderill’s face made his own fear disappear. “So yer old
magician taught yer a fing or two did ‘e? Well now I’m goin’ to teach yer
something too.”


Jonderill was too slow to dodge the blow which caught
him in the stomach and doubled him over or the kick which took his breath away
as he tried to gasp for air. Tarris hit him again and then bound his wrists and
fingers so tightly with rough twine that the circulation ceased. Tarris pulled
him across the table by his wrists and held him there.


“I’ll teach yer not to use any of yer filthy magician’s
tricks ‘ere.” He picked up a riding whip which had been left on the table
waiting repair and brought it down onto Jonderill’s back. “Burn me would yer?”
He brought the whip down again with a force driven by his anger. “Well I’ll
teach yer a lesson yer never goin’ to forget.” The third cut, harder than the
others, made Jonderill cry out with the pain.


“Tut, tut, now where have I left my spying glass?”
muttered a warm, mellow voice from the doorway. “I am sure I put it on that table
before I went looking for Plantagenate.” The fat magician blinked
short-sightedly at the two boys in the frozen tableaux before him. “Have either
of you boys seen my spying glass, I’m sure I left it here?”


Tarris hid the cane behind his back but continued to
hold Jonderill in place. “I aint seen no spyin’ glass, sir, this ‘ere’s a
stable not a work room.”


The magician’s brow furrowed in consternation as he peered
at Tarris. “Just so, just so but I was here looking into mice and I distinctly
remember putting my spy glass on that table, or at least one very much like it.”
He pointed to Jonderill’s prone figure. “You boy, get up, you must be lying
across my spy glass.”


He fussed around Jonderill’s shoulders and pushed
Tarris’s restraining hand from the boy’s back. Tarris stepped away with a scowl
and Jonderill stood on shaking legs, propping himself up on the edge of the
table for support.


“No, it’s not here, how disturbing. You, boy, put that
thing down you are holding behind your back and run to the kitchen and ask the
Housecharge if I left my spyglass there. I might have done you know, perhaps
the mice were in the kitchen.” Tarris didn’t move. “Go on, boy, I don’t have
all day to look into mice, I have more important things to do.”


Tarris looked at the fat magician defiantly but
suddenly had an irresistible urge to be elsewhere else. He dropped the riding
whip on the floor and ran.


“A most unpleasant young man,” muttered Animus,
absently sniffing the air as if he was searching for something. “I don’t suppose
he was the one who created the elemental pong was he?” Jonderill looked scared
and said nothing. “No, it couldn’t have been him so it must have been you, now
that’s interesting isn’t it?” He put his podgy arm around the shaking boy who
winced at the pressure on his reddening welts. “Perhaps the little missy didn’t
find me in time after all,” he muttered to himself. When Jonderill didn’t say
anything he removed his arm from around his shoulders and began leading him to
the door by his bound wrists. “Now you come with me, young man, Plantagenet has
some special balm for welts and cuts and I’ve just made a nice fresh pot of herb
tea.”


*


Jonderill sat on the low stool by the fire, clutching
a steaming mug of herb tea and feeling foolish. Animus had taken his  brown tunic, leaving him with just his small
clothes and sandals and Plantagenet had spread a good amount of evil smelling,
yellow balm across the welts on his back. He had another thick blob covering
the cut on his face and some around his wrists where the rough twine had grazed
them. The room was exceedingly warm, with a huge fire burning in the hearth he
sat next to and another smaller one in the hearth at the other end of the
circular room. However it wasn’t the fire which was making his cheeks flush,
nor the herb tea fortified with grain spirit but rather the presence of the
pretty young woman in a well made but plain riding dress who sat cross- legged
on the chair opposite him. He wished he had his tunic back or a blanket around
him instead of just his brief loin cloth.


“Now, young man, perhaps you would like to tell us
what that was all about and why that unpleasant man was using a whip on you.”


From Jonderill’s position on the low stool, Plantagenet
looked even taller than he normally did. His high forehead and beaked nose made
his face appear elongated but not out of proportion to his height, which was a
good two hands above the tallest man Jonderill had ever seen. Plantagenet’s
long arms seemed to dangle almost to his knees, finished by long aesthetic
fingers which had been surprisingly gentle as he applied the balm to Jonderill’s
stinging back. Animus came and stood next to him clutching a bowl of tea and
giving the pair of magicians a decidedly comical air. Animus was half the
height of his counterpart but at least four times the width with rosy cheeks, a
shinny bald head and soft podgy hands. Looking at the mismatched pair it wasn’t
surprising that the mention of the king’s magicians brought a smile to everyone’s
lips.


“It was the Princess Daun,” interposed the young
woman. “She lost control of her horse and Jonderill calmed it but when she
wanted to give the horse a beating Jonderill wouldn’t let her so she hit him
instead.” Plantagenet frowned, his forehead wrinkling in a dozen parallel lines
whilst Animus tut-tutted. “When Pellum stopped her she told Tarris to teach
Jonderill a lesson.”


“A most unpleasant boy,” muttered Animus, “but there
again most Leerslanders are.” The young woman pouted and looked offended. “No
offence meant to you, My Lady,” he quickly added at the look of hurt on her
face. “I meant just the men of course and then only common men, the stable
hands and such like.” Jonderill looked up at him with a frown and Animus
coughed and spluttered knowing he had said the wrong thing again.


“He does seem to be unpleasant and violent,”
interrupted Plantagenet before Animus could make things worse. “You were very
lucky, young Jonderill, that the Lady Tarraquin went to find help.”


“Very lucky,” added Animus. “If I hadn’t lost my
spying glass and been searching amongst the mice traps for them, Lady Tarraquin
wouldn’t have found me until it was too late and you could have been badly
hurt.” Jonderill looked up from his mug of strong tea and gave Tarraquin a warm
smile which she gladly returned. “Ah ha!” exploded Animus. “You two are already
acquainted. I should have guessed by how upset the young lady was when she came
to find me.”


Now it was Tarraquin’s turn to blush.


There was a sudden loud knocking on the solid wooden
door and the Housecharge entered without invitation, his face red and angry.
Jonderill jumped to his feet and bowed not caring about the thick balm on his
back and the state of his undress. The Housecharge held a circular piece of
polished crystal the size of a goblet top in his hand and a dead mouse, which
had been partly dissected, in the other.


“Do these things belong to you?” he asked Animus
coldly but not taking his eyes off Jonderill. “If they do I would be pleased if
you would cut up your mice elsewhere and not in my kitchens.”


Animus waddled forward and reclaimed his possessions. “I
knew I’d left my spying glass somewhere. Tut, most careless of me.”


“You have something which belongs to me.” The
Housecharge said commandingly, still looking at Jonderill. He beckoned him
foreward. “Come, boy, collect your tunic and let’s be getting you back to where
you belong, there’s work to be done.”


Jonderill put his half finished mug of herb tea down
on the hearth and looked around for his brown tunic and belt.


“Now wait a minute,” stuttered Animus. “The boy’s been
hurt, he couldn’t possibly work with these injuries, he would be better off
staying here for a while.”


“I’ll find him something which won’t require him to
move too much. Now, boy, come with me.” The Housecharge began to leave the room
with Jonderill pulling his tunic over his head and reluctantly following
behind. For a few minutes life had been pleasant and he wanted to thank
Tarraquin and Animus for rescuing him.


“Stand still and talk to me,” shouted Animus in
desperation to the Housecharge’s disappearing back, “or.... or else I’ll turn
you into a nasty black wart on the belly of a slimy green toad!”


The Housecharge stopped and turned around, his face
even redder with indignation than it had been before as he pulled himself up to
his full height to tower over the short, rotund magician. “You’ll do what, you
little pip-squeak?” 


Animus cringed, looking even smaller and more
flustered than normal. He cleared his throat loudly and looked towards Plantagenet
for support but the glazed look in the tall magician’s eyes showed his mind was
far away and he was oblivious to what was going on in the room.


“They need a servant,” blurted out Tarraquin suddenly.
“Just look at the place, it’s such a mess and Animus is forever leaving his things
behind. He needs someone to clean up after him.”


“Yes, that’s right,” agreed Animus, grateful for the
girl’s suggestion. “I need someone to pick my things up after me and Jonderill
will do nicely.”


The Housecharge shook his head. “The boy’s just a
kitchen servant and he isn’t trained yet but if you need a minder I will send
one of the older boys.”


Animus looked desperate, at a complete loss for words
and turned to Plantagenet, kicking him none too gently in the shins.


“What the.....!” stuttered Plantagenet, blinking
rapidly and looking around the room as if he didn’t expect to see it there.


“He’s taking the boy,” squeaked Animus.


“Oh no, you can’t do that!” said Plantagenet moving
forward and laying his bony hand on the boys shoulder. “He’s my new apprentice,
aren’t you Jonderill?”


Jonderill looked at the two elderly magicians in
confusion and apprehension. The Housecharge was not an unkind or cruel master
and the hours spent in the kitchen were monotonous but not excessively hard. If
he stayed under his protection Tarris wouldn’t be able to touch him again and
once he was no longer the newest houseboy the other servants would talk to him
and he would have their company to ease his lonely existence.


On the other hand, everyone knew the two old magicians
were strange and most of their magic went invariably but not disastrously
wrong. As their apprentice he would be alone and ostracised and once they
realised his power was limited to making elemental balls of fire they wouldn’t
want him anymore. If they didn’t want him and the Housecharge wouldn’t have him
back the only other place was the stables and that meant Tarris. At that moment
the choice was easy. He went to speak but the clatter of horses passing outside
stopped him.


“Come on, Jonderill, make your decision. The Princess
Daun has returned and we will soon be summoned to the royal presence.”


Jonderill remembered her blue eyes and red lips and
her golden hair. An apprentice magician stood a better chance of being near her
than a houseboy and if he could become a real magician anything could happen.


“I want to be an apprentice magician,” he said in a
small voice.


“Excellent!” exclaimed Animus, putting his arm around
Jonderill and guiding him back to his fireside seat.” He sat Jonderill down and
thrust the big mug of cooling tea back into his hand.


“Er, yes, very good,” mumbled Plantagenet, not sure if
this had been a good idea or not. After all, the Housecharge was not the best
of people to thwart.


The Housecharge glared at both the magicians. He had
little respect or liking for them since the day they had turned all the soup
bowls at a royal banquet into chamber pots, complete with contents. Apart from
that he hated losing one of his workers and, although it was early days, the
boy had shown some promise.


“As we’ll have the king’s attention for a while, we
had better settle the indenture with him before the boy changes his mind.”
Animus looked at Plantagenet’s doubt-filled face and hurried on. “You stay here,
Jonderill, and when we come back we can have a nice long talk about what you
would like to learn first.”


The rotund magician clapped his hands in excitement,
making his rolls of fat quiver as he took Plantagenet’s arm and used him like a
battering ram to usher the Housecharge out of the doorway. “Oh, isn’t this
exciting!” he exclaimed as he followed the Housecharge out of the doorway and
disappeared across the courtyard.


Jonderill wasn’t so certain about how exciting it was.
When he had been a kingsward with no future he had dreamed of being an
apprentice. If he was an apprentice he could one day be a free man but he had
dreamt of being an apprentice woodworker or saddle maker or builder, not an
apprentice to two slightly odd and inept magicians. He would have liked to have
been Maladran’s apprentice, that would have been different but Maladran had
given him away. The hard lump in his throat returned and his eyes watered.


“Well, aren’t you going to thank me?” asked Tarraquin
from her cross-legged position in the armchair opposite.


Jonderill had forgotten she was there and looked up
feeling less embarrassed now his tunic covered his body as far as his knees. He
hadn’t seen the High Lord of Leersland’s daughter since Maladran had blessed
the silver-grey stallion two summers previously and in all honesty he hadn’t
given her much of a thought. Of course he recognised her but she had changed
from a girl into a young woman. Her hair had grown and she wore it tied back in
a twisted plait and her face had become thinner and less childlike. The most
notable change was in her body which showed all the curves of developing
womanhood. Jonderill looked down, somewhat embarrassed about what his feelings
were doing to his body. Now he was particularly glad to be wearing his tunic
again.


“It seems to me I am always saving you from one
disaster or another. Now that’s two favours you owe me. You can pay them back
when you’re a famous magician. I shan’t forget you know.”


“You had better claim them now then,” said Jonderill
miserably. “I doubt I will ever even be a poor magician, let alone a famous
one.”


“Why not?” questioned Tarraquin, almost laughing. “A
couple of summers with these two to learn the good stuff and then another three
with that lord of hellden, Maladran, to learn the bad. It sounds like a well
balanced apprenticeship to me.”


Jonderill sighed. “I’m no longer in Maladran’s favour.”


Tarraquin looked shocked. “What do you mean?”


“He gave me away so I could be sold to someone else.”


“You mean just as if you were a horse or a sack of
oats?” The boy nodded, keeping his eyes fixed on the floor. “Oh Jonderill, that’s
terrible!” His obvious hurt and shame made her put a comforting arm around his
shoulders. “Didn’t I tell you he was a horrible, callous man who cared for no
one but himself. I bet he never really cared about you at all so why should you
care about him?”


“There’s no reason,” said Jonderill, “no reason at
all.”


“Do you mean that, Jonderill, do you really mean it?”
Tarraquin leant forward eagerly waiting for Jonderill’s answer.


“Yes, I really mean it,” he said through a half choked
back sob. He closed his eyes to hold back the tears which still came when he
thought of Maladran and didn’t see the look of anticipation in Tarraquin’s eyes.”


*


Tarraquin closed the outer door to the magicians’
tower and stepped out into the warm air of a brilliant afternoon, her thoughts
a whirl of mixed emotions. She had reluctantly come to Vinmore to attend the
princess’s birthday celebrations, not because she knew the girl well, and after
the events of the last few days was happy to keep it that way, but because she
had been ordered to by the High Lord. The first two days had been full of
childish parties and juvenile games where the Princess Daun had won every
prize.


It was only the promise of going hunting on the third
day which had kept Tarraquin from packing her bags and going home. However even
that had turned out to be another opportunity for the princess to show off and
lord it over everyone else. It had really been three miserable days and tonight’s
masquerade party didn’t sound as if it would improve matters. She wondered if
she dare bring Jonderill along with her dressed in a fancy costume and silver
mask but decided it might be going a bit too far.


Meeting Jonderill again had been the only worthwhile
part of the visit. She thought how he had grown since they had last met; he was
already as tall as she was despite her being two summers older. Now he was
apprenticed to the magicians she might be able to persuade her father to let
her come to Vinmore more often and then she could spend some time with him and
perhaps get him to like her better. Her father might not be too happy when his
daughter and heir married a magician but he would become used to it in time.
The biggest problem, of course, would have been Maladran, but now Jonderill and
he were no longer friends that problem was removed. Best of all the way was now
open for her to avenge her dead brother and remove a threat to her future in
one go. That was going to take careful preparation and a steady nerve.


Deep in thought she crossed the courtyard, intent on
ensuring her horse had been properly cared for after leaving it in the hands of
a confused looking stableman, when she decided not to follow the rest of the
mob on their hunting trip. Plans and ideas which she had considered on many
occasions but which she thought she would never have the chance to put into
action filtered through her thoughts so that she didn’t notice the young man
crossing the courtyard to intercept her until she walked into him. The sudden
impact made her reel backwards and she would have fallen if it had not been for
Pellum catching her in his arms. He helped her gain her feet and then kissed
her finger tips and gave her a dazzling smile which made her blush.


“I’m sorry Your Highness,” she stammered in confusion,
“I didn’t see you there.”


“It was my fault, My Lady, I shouldn’t have come upon
you so unexpectedly but I saw you were alone for once and I thought I would
take the opportunity to speak to you without any annoying interruptions.” He gave
her another dazzling, dark-eyed smile and placed her arm securely in the crook
of his arm and patted her hand condescendingly. “I’m most interested to learn
about Leersland and its people and you would make a most charming and beautiful
tutor.”


Tarraquin blushed again and made an attempt to pull
away from Pellum but he continued to hold her arm captive within his. “I was on
the way to the stables, My Lord, to make sure my horse had been properly cared
for.”


“Excellent!” exclaimed Pellum. “That’s an ideal place
for us to talk without anyone getting in the way.”


There was nothing Tarraquin could do but let him lead
her in the direction of the stables. At sixteen Pellum was as tall as a grown
man, and although he still needed a few summers to harden his muscles, he was
already broad across the shoulders from practising with sword and spear. His
hair was dark brown and wavy and his eyes the deepest brown Tarraquin had ever
seen. They twinkled when he laughed, which seemed to be most of the time,
giving him an air of supreme confidence. He led Tarraquin into the stables and
released her hand so she could find which stall her horse was in. Quietly he
closed and bolted the stable door and followed her to a stall at the far end of
the warm and shadowy building.


Tarraquin stroked the nose of her grey gelding,
satisfied that the stable hand had taken good care of him. She took an apple
from her pocket and held it out for the horse and almost jumped when Pellum’s
arms enfolded her around the waist. She tensed slightly as he started to kiss
her neck and then moved upwards to nibble her ear lobe. It wasn’t an unpleasant
sensation and she relaxed again, letting Pellum’s lips move down her neck and
back up to the other ear. She felt his hand move from around her waist to
clutch at one breast and the other move downwards to rub the top of her thigh.
That was enough for her and she began to pull away but her arms were pinned to
her side and Pellum was proving to be very strong. She began to object but
Pellum suddenly swung her around in a very practised manoeuvre and pressed his
lips to hers so tightly that she could scarcely breathe.


Without moving his lips away from hers he pulled her
away from the edge of the stall and pressed her to the floor in the newly
scattered hay. His full weight pinned her body down and then he held her there
whilst he eased himself back to smile at her. “I’ve been watching you, lady,
and I’ve seen the way you’ve been eyeing the men and giving them the come on so
I thought I would oblige you. Having a prince inside you has got to be better
than being laid by a common soldier.”


“Get off me!” pleaded Tarraquin, trying to push him
away but her struggling only made him laugh the more. He started to undo the
fastenings of her dress, exposing the naked flesh beneath.


“Get off or I’ll scream!”


“No you won’t, you’re enjoying yourself too much. He
placed a callused hand over her mouth whilst he released the last fastenings on
her dress, pulled the bodice aside and took one pale breast in his hand making
her writhe. His knees pushed into her thighs, forcing them apart whilst his
other hand released her breast and began undoing the fastenings of his
leggings. With one hand over her mouth and the other occupied between her
thighs, his hold on her arms slackened.


Tarraquin fought until both arms were free and in
desperation drew the stiletto blade from the wrist guard beneath the sleeve of
her dress. Before Pellum could regain his grip on her arm the point of the
blade had drawn a small bead of blood at the back of his neck and any other
movement would certainly have ended his life. He froze, not daring to move a
muscle.


“You wouldn’t hurt me, not when we’re going to be
lovers.”


“No, you’re right, I wouldn’t hurt you but I will kill
you without thinking if you make one more move against me. Now back off slowly
and carefully.” Pellum backed off slowly into a kneeling position, still
feeling the cold blade on his neck as Tarraquin moved with him. “Stand up slowly
and remove your leggings and small clothes and then move towards the door.”


He stood and carefully did as he was told before
moving to the stable door at knife point. “You’re not going to make me go
outside like this are you?” he asked, his manhood standing up proudly in front
of him. “You know I only wanted a bit of fun with you, most girls enjoy it.”


“And I am sure they are going to enjoy this too,”
announced Tarraquin, prodding him through the open stable door with the tip of
her blade and slamming the door shut after him.


Pellum covered himself the best way he could and
looked back to give a wry grin. Not only was Tarraquin attractive but she had
real fire which he would enjoy playing with, if not now at a later date. Until
then there were plenty of others with whom he could share his charms.



 

~    ~    ~  
~   ~
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     Barrin cut
off another thick slice of liver sausage with a well used knife and held it
steady between blade and thumb as he considered the situation. “Wouldn’t Animus
even listen to your arguments? I mean he’s always seemed reasonable to me, even
if he is a bit peculiar but to just say no and leave it at that just don’t seem
right at all.”


Jonderill sighed and picked at the loaf of bread he
shared with Barrin. He had come to appreciate their meetings, sitting on the
grassy banks which butted up against the high city walls and enjoying the rare
luxury of free time and comradeship. It wasn’t that his masters were cruel or
unkind or even demanding but there was always something which required his
attention. Most of the time it was fetch and carry, clean and wash, shop and
cook but in between that there was his practice and hours of study.


In fact it was the typical life of an apprentice
except for one thing, he was the only apprentice magician in all of the six
kingdoms and whilst other apprentices had their fellows to talk to when things
weren’t going right he only had Plantagenet and Animus. That was why he enjoyed
his meetings with Barrin so much although Animus objected to the waste of time and
had told him as much that morning in no uncertain terms. Sitting in the noon
day sun, eating the meal and wine he had brought with him and talking about all
the things growing boys needed to share made him feel less of an outcast and
helped him ignore the taunts and laughter of others.


He preferred this meeting to their occasional night
time get togethers when he would go to the Soldier’s Rest and share a jug of
ale with his friend in the noisy common room. It was difficult to talk there
about anything important because of the bustle and Barrin’s father dragging his
son away to help with the serving. Sometimes he thought the innkeeper did it on
purpose to separate them but he hadn’t suggested that to Barrin.


This afternoon, however, was not the usual happy
meeting with a mixture of light conversation and an exchange of news and
laughter over the latest gossip. Instead it had centred completely around
Jonderill and his heated argument with Animus.


“Animus wouldn’t listen to anything I said in fact I’ve
never seen him so angry.” Jonderill put the nibbled bread to one side, it felt
as dry as sand and stuck in his throat.


“What did he say?”


“He said magicians had better things to do with their
time than waving bits of metal around in the air and that if I didn’t have
enough to do I could spend extra time each day scribing for him.”


“Didn’t you explain to him that it’s important to
learn how to use a sword so you could defend yourself?”


Jonderill nodded. “That’s what finally sent him over
the top. He threw the book at me he was studying and told me if I practised
magic harder I wouldn’t need to defend myself with a weapon.”


“Animus actually threw a book at you?” Barrin echoed
in amusement.


“And then a jug of wine. Then he told me if I wanted
to be a soldier I had better leave right away before he wasted any more time on
me.”


“I don’t believe this. What happened then?”


“He opened the door and threw me out.”


“Oh Jonderill, I’m really sorry. When I suggested you
came to sword practice sometimes I didn’t mean to get you into trouble. What
are you going to do now? I mean you have to go back, you’re not like the rest
of us who can just pack up and go elsewhere, you sort of belong to them.”


Jonderill looked at his friend with real hurt in his
eyes, not because of what the observation implied but because his only friend still
thought of him as someone else’s property. However he was right, he had no
options, he had to go back.


“What about Plantagenet?” asked Barrin, realising what
he had said and trying to move the subject away from Jonderill’s status. “Couldn’t
you ask him?”


“Plantagenet’s worse than Animus. He spends all his
time buried in ancient books or in a trance. If I ever persuaded him to listen to
me long enough to explain to him what I want to do he would have apoplexy at
the thought of a magician holding a sword, you know how he reacted when I
suggested I cut my hair.


Jonderill ran his fingers through his shoulder length
hair to emphasise the point that Plantagenet had refused to allow him to cut it
short like other boys did and Barrin nodded in sympathy.


“Poor Jonderill, I wish there was something I could do
to help but every time I suggest something it seems to get you into more
trouble.”


“Don’t worry about it,” said Jonderill with a bitter
laugh. “I’m used to trouble but at the moment it’s not me who’s in trouble, it’s
you.” Barrin looked at him quizzically. “What time did you say you had to be
back with the Cadetmaster?”


“Damn it! It can’t be that late.”


As if to confirm it was that late, the Knight’s bell
tolled out the third candle length passed noon. Barrin leapt to his feet and
made a grab for his shirt, jerkin and sword belt and was running back to the
city gate without bothering to put them on. For three strides he turned and ran
nimbly backwards, waving his sword in the air in a gesture of farewell.


“I’ll see you tomorrow night if you can make it, Dad’s
got Tavlon the minstrel coming and the place is sure to be full.” He turned
around and ran as fast as he could over the rough ground in the direction of
the Soldiers Gate.


Jonderill leant back against the city wall enjoying
the sun on his face and the peace. He closed his eyes and let his mind drift,
filling it with a pale yellow light which felt as natural as breathing. Leaning
against the wall he could feel the ancient stone pressing against his back, not
as large jagged lumps but as delicate crystals made up of different,
multi-coloured elements. The grass beneath his hand tickled his fingers and he
could feel the scratch-scratch of a beetle as it made its way down his booted
leg.


Above him the skysoarers sang their pairing song with
such clarity he could hear every note but more, he could hear the sigh of air
beneath their wings and the rustle of feathers as they executed each glide and
turn. He knew then that if he reached out the power would be his. Slowly he
opened his eyes and moved his hand to where his wand lay and instantly the
feeling of being filled with the power was gone, as if somebody had pricked a
soapwort bubble and only the memory of its warmth and colour remained.


He sighed in disappointment and picked up the golden
weiswald stick which Plantagenet had told him would one day be his wand but
which now felt like any other piece of wood. He studied it impatiently.
Maladran had told him the focus of a magician’s power was in his mind but Plantagenet
had said it was in a magician’s wand. Wherever it was, he didn’t seem to have
one. Without thinking further on the subject he pushed the stick into his pack
along with the empty wine flask and the half eaten food and started making his
way back to the palace and the magician’s tower. 


The city streets passed by unnoticed as he thought
about his apology to Animus. He wasn’t sure how he was going to apologise for
just asking a question but he would have to swallow his pride, remember what he
was and do it. He owed that much to the magicians for the new life they had
given him, even if it wasn’t quite the same life as other boys had. That he
would have to apologise and accept whatever penance Animus set him would mean
that a request to visit the Soldier’s Rest the following night would be out of
the question. He wouldn’t even dare ask. It was a pity though, he would have
liked to have heard some of the witty songs that Tavlon the minstrel sang.


Jonderill was so deep in thought that he failed to
hear the commotion around him until he collided with the back of a bulky man in
a woollen shirt, wide trousers and a striped apron. The man swung around in obvious
annoyance and Jonderill jumped back, muttering an apology and half expecting a
sharp reprimand but instead the man just looked distraught. For a moment the
two stared at each other, Jonderill recognising him as a fruit vendor who sold
his produce to the palace and usually a man of little emotion. The man took
longer to recognise Jonderill but when he did his frown disappeared and a look
of both hope and relief crossed his face.


“You’re a magician aint yer? Surely you can do
somethin’?”


Before Jonderill had chance to say that he was only an
apprentice magician and not a very good one at that the man had grabbed him by
the arm and had pushed a way through the crowd until he and Jonderill stood on
the very edge of the bridge which spanned the moat. Usually the black waters
around the moat bridge remained undisturbed except for the swirl of waste
emptying from the palace. Occasionally a visiting water bird might land,
unaware of the long pike fish which hunted the weed choked depths of the dark
water but it rarely stayed long. Now several men swam in the water, occasionally
ducking their heads beneath its surface but never completely disappearing.


Where they stood on the bridge was above the deepest
part of the moat and legend had it that once an entire invading army had been
swallowed into its depths when the moat bridge collapsed under the pounding
hooves of so many horses. What had happened here was less dramatic but equally
as tragic. A part of the bridge railing had been torn away and fresh gouges
across the wooden planking suggested a small wagon or carriage had skidded
sideways and toppled over the side of the bridge and into the water below.


“The ‘orse was startled by some ‘ounds an’ bolted an’
then the ‘ole lot went over the side,” said the fruit vendor.  “The driver jumped clear an’ swam owt but the
coach went under wiv its passenger trapped inside. Can’t yer use yer magic to
bring it up?”


Jonderill knew he couldn’t, however much he wanted to
but neither could he stand by and let someone drown without trying to save them.
Hesitantly he pulled off his jerkin and boots and handed them to the man along
with his pack. Others looked on in amazement, not believing that anybody would
be brave or daft enough to purposely jump into the black, haunted waters. 


Carefully he stepped to the splintered edge of the
bridge and stared into the cold, weed ridden moat. Garrin had taught him to dive
and swim and he was a strong swimmer but that had been in clean, clear water.
For a moment he hesitated and then, estimating where the carriage had sunk
beneath the surface, he executed a perfect dive which seemed as natural to him
as walking or jumping. His arms slid through the weed-green water and an icy
cold wrapped around his body as he plummeted downwards.


Before he left the bridge he knew he would have only
the one chance to reach the depths where the coach would have settled and so he
kept his body spear straight to slide passed the weeds and anything else which
might bar his way. The water was freezing cold and so black he could barely see
his hands stretched out in front of him. When the momentum of his dive stopped taking
him downwards he kicked hard, feeling the weeds tangle around his ankles and
clutch at his arms.


He kept going, intent only on reaching the bottom
where he knew the coach must be. Something long and sleek darted across his
vision and he caught a glimpse of a dead marble eye but in an instant it had
gone, hopefully to hunt smaller prey. Jonderill powered down again, almost
amazing himself at how natural his strokes felt. If it wasn’t for the aching in
his lungs and the pressure against his ears he felt as if he could swim for
ever but the discomfort in his chest was starting to bother him as the need to
breathe became more urgent.


He kicked down once more and his fingers touched soft
slime, burying his hands to his wrists. Quickly he shook his hands free,
sending up a dark cloud to further obscure his vision and tried not to think of
what the slime might have contained. Now the ache in his chest was starting to
become a burning pain as he searched through the murk for some sign of the
coach but the water was too dark for him to see far. Using the trailing weeds to
pull himself along he moved forward hand over hand, hoping he was going in the
right direction, knowing only seconds remained before he would have to surface.


In desperation he closed his eyes and tried to empty
his mind but instead of the light he hoped to find there his thoughts were
filled with the images of screaming men fighting to be free of heavy armour as
black waters closed around them. Their arms flailed wildly and their eyes
glazed as bubbles erupted from gaping mouths. He reached out for them but their
armour disintegrated beneath his touch, leaving behind white skeletal ribs,
obscene against the black mud.


Jonderill touched one of the white ribs and felt
splintered wood jag into his hand. It was new wood, firm and unsodden. He
pulled himself forward over the spokes of the broken wheel and ran his hand
along the smooth lacquered wood which he knew had to be the body of the coach lying
on its side. Ignoring the searing ache in his chest and the threatening
blackness in his mind, he followed the side of the coach along until he felt an
opening which he hoped was the window. He dived through and almost immediately
felt a softness which was neither mud nor fabric but cold flesh. 


Up until that moment he hadn’t thought about what he
would do when he found the trapped passenger, especially if that person was
larger and heavier than himself and for a moment he despaired at the
impossibility of getting the person back out through the window. Resolutely he
pushed the despair out of his mind; he had come too close to success to be
defeated now. He wrapped his arm around the limp figure and called on unknown
reserves of strength to drag the person through the opening.


Once he stood on the coach’s solid side he thrust
upwards with the last of his strength with the limp figure entwined in his
arms. He kicked towards the light once and then once more, feeling the pressure
on him lessen. Now the burning pain in his chest and the need to breathe was unbearable
and before he could break through the surface of the moat his vision darkened
and total blackness wrapped itself around him.


*


Jonderill pushed the small rear door of the magician’s
tower slowly open, hoping that for once it wouldn’t creak or, if it did, the
noise wouldn’t attract the magicians’ attention. He was in enough trouble as it
was but if either of his masters saw him looking like this he would have no
chance to apologise for the morning’s fracas before they would be berating him
again. If he could just wash the slime off and put on his other shirt it would
help but luck wasn’t on his side, the door groaned loudly and both magicians
looked up from what they were doing.


He had regained consciousness on the grassy bank on
the side of the moat with his head buried in wet grass and his shoulders and
back bruised and aching where someone had pulled him out and pummelled his back
to force the water out of his lungs. By the wetness of the grass beneath his
mouth he guessed that he had already coughed up any water he had breathed in,
although he couldn’t remember doing so. He had shakily pulled himself onto
hands and knees, feeling bruised both inside and out and with pains in his
chest like sharp knives. It had taken him some time to stand but when he did the
pains shifted and his stomach churned leaving him with a foul taste in his
mouth.


Once he was certain he was not going to fall over he
looked around for the person he had pulled from the coach at the bottom of the
moat, not certain if they had survived or not. A large crowd stood in a quiet
circle further down the bank, their heads bowed and barely a whisper amongst
them. Jonderill’s heart sank, he had obviously been too late and his rescue
attempt had been in vain.


Tears sprang to his eyes and he suddenly felt both
foolish and useless. He rubbed the wetness away with the back of his hand and
quickly moved away from the crowd, not wanting the ridicule which would surely
be aimed at him for his failure. When he reached the end of the bridge his
stomach finally revolted at the filth he had swallowed and he retched before he
had chance to prepare himself. Brown vomit splattered his wet shirt whilst most
of it puddled around his bare feet. He clutched hold of the bridge railing
whilst his stomach settled and looked for the fruit vendor who had his pack,
jerkin and boots but he was nowhere to be seen.


If he was with the crowd Jonderill couldn’t see him
but it was more likely the man had left, taking Jonderill’s belongings with
him. He could have gone to where the vendor had his stall but it was a long
walk and he didn’t think his legs would get him that far so he despondently set
off towards the tower. Explaining to Plantagenet and Animus how he had lost his
jerkin and boots would be bad enough but he had lost his wand as well and for
that he would not be forgiven for a very long time.


“So you have decided to come back at last have you?”
asked Animus in a voice which seemed far too severe to go with the fat magician’s
cheery features. “And what have you to say for yourself then?”


Jonderill stopped where he was by the tower door and
looked at the floor feeling totally miserable. “I’m sorry about this morning
when I spoke out of turn and upset you, I will try to remember my place in
future.” Animus gave a loud grunt which clearly indicated that the apology was
unacceptable and he wanted more. Jonderill sighed wearily and continued. “I
will accept any chastisement you think fit to remind me of what I am.”


Animus made a more satisfied noise whilst Plantagenet
looked at them both quizzically. Obviously Animus hadn’t told him of their
heated words that morning and for that small reprieve Jonderill was grateful.


“Whilst we are on the subject of apologies and chastisement,”
began Plantagenet, looking sternly at Jonderill, “Perhaps you would like to say
something about your appearance, you look as if you have drunk too much ale and
have been in a tavern brawl.”


“Smells like it too,” interrupted Animus. “It’s that
boy Barrin, I’ve said all along he was a bad influence on Jonderill and now
just look at the boy, stinking drunk and filthy from rolling in the gutter.”


Jonderill wanted to say something in his defence but
his stomach was churning again and he needed all his concentration not to be
sick where he stood.


“Where are your boots, boy and your jerkin?”


“I lost them,” mumbled Jonderill from behind his hand.


“No doubt you were gambling or some other such immoral
waste of time.” Plantagenet shook his head in dismay, his brows furrowing, hooding
his eyes to give him the appearance of a predatory flyer. “You are a great
disappointment to us, boy. This is not what we expected from you when we took
you in as our apprentice. Now go to your room and clean yourself up whilst we
decide what is to be done with you.”


Jonderill didn’t say a word or even look up but obeyed
instantly, praying that he could make it to the privy before his protesting
stomach made matters worse.


*


He’d been sentenced without further trial but at least
his punishment hadn’t been as severe as he thought it might. They could have
sent him back to the Housecharge or, worse still, to the stables but instead
they had decided extra work and a strict regime would deter any further
occurrence of drunkenness. Animus imposed two days of starvation and then a
week on bread and water, the worst possible punishment he could imagine. Plantagenet
had set him the task of copying a treatise on morality in the solitude of his
own room each evening until it was complete, a task which would take at least
two cycles of the moon.


It wasn’t that bad, he had been cold, hungry and alone
before, so neither punishment caused him that much anguish but the magicians’
refusal to replace his boots did. When he’d been a kingsward in the High Lord’s
stables he’d gone bare footed as all his kind did, so it hadn’t mattered so
much but to go without footwear on the streets of Alewinder like some beggar now
he was close to becoming a man would shame him, as he knew it was intended to.


Of course he could have explained the reason for the
state of his appearance and the loss of his boots and jerkin but there didn’t
seem to be any point. If they’d decided to send him away he might have spoken out
in his defence but only if they were sending him to the stables where his life
would be of little value. Anyway, he felt that the punishment was justified,
he’d failed to find his focus of power, he had failed to create magic when he
needed it most and he’d failed to save the passenger’s life. All in all the
sanctions were light and he deserved much worse. In fact he had already decided
to add his own discipline, although he hadn’t yet decided what that was to be.


“Jonderill.”


He jumped, startled from his thoughts by Plantagenet
standing in the doorway and calling his name. Quickly he slid from the stool
where he had been scribing by candlelight and bowed in deference, tensing his
muscles to hide his shivering. He kept his eyes on the floor, missing the smile
on Plantagenet’s face.


“Come with me, Jonderill, you have a visitor.”


Jonderill followed behind the tall magician, his heart
racing. For Plantagenet to allow his solitary punishment to be interrupted it
would have to be a highly ranked visitor but he knew nobody of high rank who
could possibly want to see him. The only other alternative was the matter had
to be of great importance, like his wand being found. That thought made him
shudder in dread wondering what would happen next and his palms began to sweat
whilst the rest of him froze.


If he wanted extra punishment for his failures this
would surely earn it. He moved into the warm comfortable room where he usually
sat with his masters in the evenings and immediately recognised the regal
bearing of the king’s Swordmaster, the finest swordsman in the kingdom and
revered by his loyal men. Jonderill bowed low and with a sinking feeling caught
sight of his pack, boots and jerkin which lay in a heap at the man’s feet.


“I believe these belong to you?” Swordmaster Dilor
began with a beaming smile on his face.


“Yes, sir.” He glanced sideways and tried to see if
his wand had been given into the keeping of either of the magicians.


“Then it is you who I have to thank for saving the
life of my nephew.” The Swordmaster crossed the room in three strides and grasped
Jonderill’s hand, pumping it up and down with enthusiasm.


“Why didn’t you tell us what had happened?” asked
Animus kindly.


“I thought I was too late,” stammered Jonderill. “They
were all standing around him without saying anything so I was certain he was
dead.”


“Lias is very much alive thanks to you,” said Dilor, “He’s
sore and shaken and has been sick as a hound from the filth he swallowed but he
will be back at practice within a day or two.” Jonderill smiled happily,
feeling as if a great weight had been lifted from him. “A large man in a
striped apron gave me these and told me who you were and what you had done so
as soon as I knew Lias was going to be all right I came to find you. As you left
the scene so quickly I assumed you didn’t want your name made public so I have
told the man to keep his mouth shut but if you have no objections I would like
to tell everyone of your bravery and daring.”


Jonderill blushed, he felt embarrassed enough with
just these few people beaming at him as if he were a hero, he didn’t think he
could stand any more admiration.


“I would rather others didn’t know what happened, I am
just happy that your nephew is alive and well.”


The Swordmaster looked questioningly at the two
magicians who shook their heads and then shrugged. “I suppose considering what
you are it would be sensible not to be too much in the limelight. However I
insist you accept some sort of reward from me, you can ask for anything you
like which is within my power to give.


“I don’t need any reward, sir, Lias being alive is
enough.”


“But I insist, such courage should not go
unrecognised.” Jonderill still shook his head. “I wish I had more like you
amongst my men then we would have the finest guard in the six kingdoms.” He
paused for a moment thinking. “Young Barrin has told me that you are interested
in learning to use a sword so how would you like to learn to use a sword like a
gentleman? You would have to start with the cadets of course but when you come
of age I will teach you myself.” 


Jonderill looked up, his eyes gleaming and his longing
almost tangible. Dilor turned to the magicians, still beaming broadly. “What do
you say, my friends, can you find the boy time to attend practice now and then?”


“I won’t have a weapon in this tower!” claimed Animus
heatedly, purposely avoiding Jonderill’s pleading look. “A magician uses his
magic and doesn’t need to fight with a sword.” 


“What rubbish!” exclaimed Plantagenet. “Spells are
powerful but every magician should know how to wield a sword, why even I know
how to do that much and the fresh air and exercise will do the boy good, he
spends too much time moping around here.” Animus looked at him in shocked
surprise. “Besides, he can borrow a weapon if it offends you that much to have
a weapon in the tower. Do you want to learn swordcraft, boy?” Jonderill nodded
vigorously, unable to believe his good fortune. “Then it’s settled, you can start
tomorrow.”


*


The practice yard was larger than Jonderill had
anticipated as he stopped beneath the entrance arch feeling pleased with
himself but nervous and self-conscious all at the same time. It was midmorning
but the courtyard still remained in cool shadow, protected from the sun’s rays
by the high walls which surrounded the enclosed area. Jonderill glanced around
the walls noticing the decorative balconies which overlooked the practice area
and one in particular, draped with bright flags and decorated with the royal
crest of grapes and vine leaves. He had heard that the king himself came to
watch the knights practice and occasionally joined in a bout with the
Swordmaster whilst his family watched. That honour was of course reserved for
the nobility of Vinmore; he doubted that anyone would want to watch cadets, or
at least he hoped not.


Across the practice yard, beneath the overhang of the
royal balcony, a group of youths lounged against the wall and others stood in a
small group laughing and talking in a relaxed and easy manner. Most were the
same age or a little older than he was although a group of four, who stood off
by themselves, were considerably younger and were obviously being treated with
disdain by the older boys. Despite their difference in summers they were
dressed the same as their elders; white shirt, leather-fronted tabard with the
king’s crest above the right breast, tight scarlet hose and leather boots which
shone like silk.


Jonderill looked down at himself and felt like a
pauper in his second best shirt, worn leather jerkin, patched leggings and well
worn boots which had seen better days. What really made him different though
was his lack of a sword. All the other boys held theirs proudly sheathed at
their hips whilst his belt was empty and would remain so until the Cadetmaster
could lend him one.


Unsure of what he should do next, Jonderill stepped
inside the practice yard and looked around for the Cadetmaster who he had been
told to report to. Barrin had told him all about the Cadetmaster who all the
cadets feared and had renamed ‘The Tyrant’. Unusually though, for he had been
told The Tyrant was a stickler for punctuality, he had not arrived. Failing that
Jonderill looked for Barrin; he at least would be pleased to see him and make
him welcome. On the other side of the yard the lively conversation came to an abrupt
halt as all heads turned to look at Jonderill the moment he stepped passed the
threshold and into the practice area.


The three boys who had been standing against the wall,
obviously the eldest of the cadets, sauntered forward to intercept Jonderill before
he could take more than half a dozen steps beyond the archway. Jonderill gave
them a quick appraisal. One was tall and thin with bushy black hair whilst the
other was small but massively built. The one in the centre had flame red hair
and Jonderill recognised him as his main tormentor in the days when he had been
a houseboy and before Barrin had become his friend. He looked around for Barrin
but he wasn’t there.


“You, boy,” sneered their leader. “What do you think
you’re doing here? Servants and menials are not allowed in the practice yard
with the gentlemen.”


There was a derisive snigger from the other two boys
and Jonderill stopped and waited for them to approach.


“He aint no servant,” mocked the tall boy who towered
over Jonderill. “He’s the magicians’ lackey.”


“Is it true what they say, lackey, did the Housecharge
really buy you for three silver gellstart?”


Jonderill ignored the question which he had heard too
many times before to become bothered about.


“That makes him a slave doesn’t it, Redruth?” asked
the fat boy between a mouthful of toffee.


“It certainly does. Now you’d better get back where
you belong, slave boy, before we take offence at your presence here.”


“I’m looking for the Cadetmaster,” said Jonderill
firmly. “I’ve come to join the practice so beat it.”


“I’m looking for the Cadetmaster,” mimicked the tall
boy in a high squeaky voice which made everyone laugh. “Well you aren’t going
to join in our practice, this is for gentlemen and the son’s of gentlemen.” 


He gave Jonderill a shove which sent him staggering
back into the wall. Redruth took two steps forward and stood laughing at him. “You
know why you can’t join us, slave boy? It’s because only free men can bear
arms.” He drew his sword and waved it threateningly in front of Jonderill’s
face. “You know what this is, boy? It’s a sword, carried by the citizens of
Vinmore in the service of their king and it isn’t for foreign scum like you.
Now clear off out of here before I show you what I can do with it.”


Jonderill didn’t move although the tip of the sword
was only a hand span from his face. He was certain that Redruth wouldn’t dare
draw blood.


“You’re not going to soil your sword on that thing are
yer?” taunted black hair. “Look at it, it aint even a boy, not with that long
wavey hair and its pretty green eyes, it’s got to be a girl.


A chorus of raucous laughter broke out as the rest of
the cadets closed in around Jonderill and the three ring leaders.


“Well if it’s a girl she hasn’t any manners, she ought
to know she should curtsy to her betters. Teach her to curtsy, Tuckin.”


Tuckin stepped forward and before Jonderill could step
away ploughed a meaty fist into Jonderill’s stomach making him double in half,
much to the amusement of those watching. He straightened slowly, glad of the
supporting wall at his back.


“You’re not very bright are you, slave boy?” continued
Redruth. “That’s twice I’ve politely asked you to leave and you’re still here.
Now are you going or do we have to throw you out?”


“I’m waiting for the Cadetmaster,” said Jonderill
defiantly.


Redruth shrugged
and turned to the other boys. “Throw him out.”


Jonderill moved to defend himself but the boys closed
in around him, beating him to the ground with sharp punches and slaps and then
taking hold of his arms and legs to drag him to the archway. Jonderill
struggled against their bruising hands but there were too many of them for him
to escape. When they reached the archway they lifted him from the ground ready
to eject him as far from the practice yard as they possibly could. They swung
him once with a loud cheer and were about to swing him again but were instantly
silenced by a bellow of rage behind them.


“What is the meaning of this?”


The boys instantly dropped Jonderill to the ground and
hastily stepped back, allowing the Cadetmaster to move amongst them and turn
accusing eyes on Redruth and Tuckin. His look could have peeled the skin off a
trolsterc and they both took another hasty step back, not daring to look at
him.


The Cadetmaster turned his attention back to Jonderill
lying on the ground. “What happened, boy?”


“I slipped, sir, and they came to help me up.”


The Cadetmaster raised a questioning eyebrow and
waited for a different answer. When Jonderill said nothing more he gave a growl
of irritation. “Well I hope you keep your feet better in practice than you do when
you’re walking.”  He thrust the blade and
scabbard he had been carrying into Jonderill’s hands. “You ‘re to wear this and
attend at practice and at the end of each session you’re to clean it and return
it to me so that its presence doesn’t offend Master Animus.” 


The Cadetmaster turned away from Jonderill and looked
sternly at the other boys. “Redruth, Barrin has been excused early practice
today so you will take Jonderill as your partner and you will all work in line
on movements one and two until they are perfect. Now move!”


Irritated, the Cadetmaster stepped back, drawing his
sword in readiness for the morning’s practice. The boys scattered in all
directions to make up two lines facing their partners, ready to execute a
series of thrust, parry, defend and attack which they had practiced hundreds of
times and which should have been executed with the precision of a ballroom
promenade. Jonderill faced Redruth and held the unfamiliar sword with a death
grip which sent his knuckles white.


The Cadetmaster shouted out the timing and everyone in
Jonderill’s line moved forward into the first thrust leaving him standing so
that the whole procedure had to be repeated. The next attempt was little
better, nor were the third, fourth or fifth attempts satisfactory but after the
twelfth attempt the Cadetmaster gave a grunt of approval and the line moved
into the next step.


The morning passed with every step being repeated a
dozen or more times in line and then another twenty times by Jonderill and
Redruth alone whilst the others watched and sniggered. More than once the
Cadetmaster’s broadside blade cracked across Redruth’s buttocks when he made a
caustic comment or failed to give his best. Even more often Redruth’s blade
cracked down on Jonderill’s hands and arms when the Cadetmaster’s back was
turned. Jonderill bit back a cry at each foul stroke, determined to see the
practice through to the end, whatever happened but it was becoming more and
more difficult to grip the blade as his opponent punished his many mistakes and
finally the sword slipped from his grip and clattered to the yard.


“What the hellden do you think you’re doing you clumsy
bastard, that’s a sword not a fucking garden hoe. Now pick it up before I belt
you around the ear with it!” Shouted the Cadetmaster 


Jonderill picked it up, his clothes plastered to him
with sweat and his hair hanging in wet  tails, dripping into his eyes. He would have
staggered if it hadn’t been for his pride. Instead he glared at Redruth who was
also soaked through and breathing hard. 


“Now finish,” growled The Cadetmaster.


The line saluted their opponents and then turned to
salute the king’s balcony. For the first time in any cadet’s memory they received
a salute back.


“A bit ragged today,” commented King Steppen as he
leant on the balcony rail. “Perhaps your senior cadets need to go back and
practice again with wooden swords?”


Jonderill had never been this close to the king before
but it was not him that he was staring at but his beautiful daughter who stood
at the king’s side. Whilst the other cadets completed their salute and lowered their
blades his sword remained upright, completely forgotten, as he continued to
stare at the princess. Redruth gave him a withering glance and quickly raised
his sword to be in step with his partner. The princess gave a belittling laugh
and pointed at Jonderill and Redruth whilst whispering to her father. He
laughed too.


“Thank you, Cadetmaster, you may dismiss your charges.
I think they have given us enough entertainment for one day.” He smiled
pleasantly, as if the last few minutes had amused him and disappeared inside
the palace with the princess at his side. Jonderill didn’t move but continued
to stare at the place Princess Daun had just vacated.


“Dismissed!” shouted the Cadetmaster for a second
time, breaking through Jonderill’s contemplation. 


Redruth angrily sheathed his sword and barged passed
Jonderill almost knocking him over. “I’ll get you for this, slave boy,” he
hissed, “Nobody makes me look a fool in front of the king.” 


The Cadetmaster watched the exchange with an
expression of annoyance on his face as his charges dispersed and then approached
Jonderill, who stood with his sword still drawn and his eyes fixed on the
ground. He felt a fool and ashamed that his presence had caused the cadets to
be ridiculed by their king. He slowly sheathed his sword, unfastened it from
his belt and handed it to the Cadetmaster.


“I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t mean to ruin the practice.”


The Cadetmaster shrugged, “Don’t concern yourself
about it, Jonderill, you did well enough for your first lesson. Now go and wash
the sweat off and get Master Plantagenet to put some balm on your shoulders and
arms. You’re going to be stiff and sore in the morning and a bit bruised. Oh,
and Jonderill, I should keep out of Redruth’s way for a day or two if I were
you.”


He gave Jonderill an encouraging pat on the shoulder
and watched him walk away. He didn’t know why Swordmaster Dilor wanted the boy
trained with the sword but if that was his wish it was good enough for him.
Only it was clear the boy didn’t fit in and he hadn’t helped much to make the
boy accepted by the other cadets. Perhaps he’d been wrong to use the boy as he
had but he had needed to shame Redruth and his little band of followers before
their arrogance caused them to make an error of judgment they would always
regret. It was a pity Jonderill had to be humiliated as well, he liked the boy’s
courage and given time he would make a useful swordsman, but the training of
his young gentlemen had to come before the feelings of a mere bound servant.


*


Jonderill sipped his pot of ale and felt miserable.
Now his muscles had been given time to stiffen he ached all over. His shoulders
burnt like fire every time he moved and his arms felt so heavy he could barely
lift his pot from the table. His hands were in an even worse state, bruised and
stiff and almost immovable. The walk to the Soldier’s Rest had been pure agony
and the thought of having to move again to get himself home was one he was
trying to avoid. He would have to go home though, he couldn’t stay here all
night, sipping free ale and feeling sorry for himself.


Dispiritedly he leant against the wall and winced as
one of his bruises complained at the pressure of hard stone pressing against
it. Animus had tut-tutted at the scrapes on his hands with an ‘I told you so’
look on his face. Plantagenet had put his soothing balm on his shoulders which
had eased much of the pain of his body but nothing could ease the pain of his
thoughts. He’d wanted to be just another boy learning to use a sword but even
that piece of normality had been denied him by those he’d hoped would have been
his friends.


He threw back the last of his ale, banged the pot down
on the table and stood to leave but a firm hand pushed him back down into his
chair. Jonderill pushed the hand irritably away and then felt guilty and peevish;
after all it wasn’t Barrin’s fault that his first sword practice had gone so
wrong. Barrin took the seat opposite him and refilled their pots from the stone
pitcher he had been carrying around the inn for most of the night.


“I’m sorry, Jonderill, I know how much attending sword
practice meant to you.


That was the problem, Barrin didn’t know what
attending the sword practice had meant to him. How could he know? He’d never
been alone and in need of acceptance by others. Nor had he ever been as
brutally rejected as he had been that morning.


“I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over them. It’s
sort of a tradition to make the first day of practice tough for a newcomer and
we’ve all been through it, only this time they went a bit too far.”


Jonderill looked up, the bruise on the side of his
face showing the pattern of a hand. He had barely left the practice yard when
Redruth had stopped him, striking him across his cheek with his gauntleted hand
in challenge for the humiliation Jonderill had caused him. After the
Housecharge’s warning about fighting, Jonderill dared not accept the challenge
so Redruth had used the broadside of his sword to vent his feelings of anger whilst
his friends kept watch.


If it hadn’t been for Barrin’s timely arrival, Redruth
could have made the error of judgment the Cadetmaster feared. He wanted to tell
Barrin it was all right and it didn’t matter but it did, more than Barrin could
ever understand. Perhaps Animus had been right all along, perhaps he should
concentrate all his efforts into becoming a magician and forget about being
like everyone else.


“It won’t happen again,” said Barrin. “I’ll see to
that.”


Jonderill shook his head. “No it won’t happen again
because I won’t be going to sword practice again.”


“You don’t mean that do you? I know how much you
wanted to learn swordcraft”


Jonderill painfully flexed his bruised fingers and
considered his answer. He didn’t want to mean it, but he didn’t want Barrin
fighting his battles either. Before he could reply, an angry shout for Barrin to
move cut through the noise of the inn. Barrin jumped to his feet and clutched
the pitcher of ale.


“I’ve got to go, my dad’ll skin me if he sees me here
sitting and talking to you when the place is so busy. You stay there and drink
your ale and I’ll be back when I’ve been ‘round with the ale jug again.”


He left the table almost at a run and was instantly
lost in the growing crowd which had come to hear Tavlon play. Jonderill knew if
he sat there for much longer the innkeeper would come and shift him to make room
for paying guests and he didn’t feel up to being told his presence was not required
twice in one day. He left the table and pushed his way through a group of men
smelling of straw and horses. The smell jogged unpleasant memories and Jonderill
elbowed his way through the crowd, eager to be outside in the night air and
away from people.


Outside of the packed inn with its smoke and noise and
smell of stale sweat, the night was cool and dark. Torches burnt in brackets at
each street end, giving off a creamy yellow light, sufficient to light the way
but gentle enough not to take the blackness away from the sky. There was no
moon but thousands of stars speckled the heavens as if someone had thrown them
up into the air and they had stuck to the black velvety surface. He began to
walk, still staring at the sky and drinking in its calming influence.


The Princess’s birthday celebrations were going on in
the palace and the place would be bursting with people and noise. He wanted to
be alone so he carried on walking passed the turning he would normally take to
the magician’s tower. The streets beneath his feet were now as familiar as the
striped pattern on Plantagenet’s best robe, which he had pressed that morning,
so he didn’t have to think where he was going, only let his mind wander.


His mind picked up the sound of approaching footsteps
and automatically guided him away from the human contact he didn’t think he
could face and down a less well lit side street. Here the sky seemed even
darker and the stars brighter. He had an overwhelming urge to stand in total
darkness and solitude and let his mind reach out to the stars’ distant light.
When more footsteps approached he didn’t hesitate but turned almost instinctively
down a small unlit roadway.


After a score of paces the roadway opened into one of
the city’s many squares redolent with the smell of flowering honeyvine but
unusually not lit by torchlight. He crossed to the centre of the square and
found the stone bench and marble statue of some past Vinemaster which he knew
would be there. With a sigh of satisfaction he leant back against the statue and
watched the stars, oblivious to anything else.


A glow of torchlight interrupted his contemplation and
with some annoyance he turned towards the roadway he had recently trod. A tall
man held the torch, its flickering light obscuring Jonderill’s sight of him.
Lost in shadow, Jonderill felt that he should have known the man and a sudden apprehension
made him sit up. Surely Redruth had taken enough revenge for one day. He stood
slowly and began to walk away towards one of the other streets which opened
into the square but before he could reach the entrance, another torch carrier
appeared, blocking his way. This one was smaller and more stocky and looked
like he would know how to handle a blacksmith’s hammer.


Jonderill’s apprehension turned to fear and he broke
into a run, intent on reaching one of the other exits before whoever it was could
cut him off, but torches were already there  and figures blocked every exit except one. The
figures started to move towards him and Jonderill knew he was being herded into
the remaining unlit passageway but as his only other option was to try and
defend himself in the open he decided to give it a chance. There was always the
slim possibility that the passageway would supply some means of escape.


He reached the entrance before those carrying the
torches and shot down the cobbled path without further hesitation even though
it was obviously a trap. High walls of smooth polished stone towered on either
side with another one at the end of the passageway. It was a part of the crenulated
city wall standing nearly twice his height and blocking his exit. He looked
around for doors or windows through which he might escape but the walls were
featureless, neither did the smooth stone offer any possibility of handholds
for climbing. Anxiously he studied the gap at the end of the unlit street passageway
which was now filled with armed figures but they were men and not boys. When
the tallest of them stepped forward Jonderill instantly knew who it was.


“Well if it aint the magician lovin’ dirt crawler out
takin’ the air an’ lookin’ for someone’s arse to lick.”


“Leave me alone, Tarris.”


“Leave yer alone? What, after our last meetin’ when
yer tried to burn down me stables wiv yer filthy magic tricks? I’ll leave yer
alone all right but only after me friends an' I’s ‘ad what we want from yer.”
He turned to his four helpers. “Take ‘im an old ‘im real tight, an’ watch owt
for ‘is ‘ands, they spit fire.”


Tarris stepped back and the four men moved forwards,
their swords sheathed but with weighted clubs in their hands. He knew he
couldn’t fight them, each man weighed twice as much as he did. His only hope
was to let them come as close as possible and then dive between their legs and
make a run for it but in the enclosed space he didn’t fancy his chances. As the
men came within three paces Jonderill dived low, knocking the centre man
sprawling and catching another a glancing blow which made him stumble
backwards. The fallen man groaned but Jonderill only managed one more step
before one of the two remaining men grabbed him by the arm twisting it
viciously behind his back and the other grabbed him by the hair. He cried out
as an iron grip dug into earlier bruises and ceased all resistance before his
arm was wrenched from its socket.


One of the men lifted him from his feet and slammed
him hard against the wall. His breath left his body in a rush of air and his
head rang where it collided with the stone. Before he could collapse to the
ground two of his attackers lifted him from the floor and stretched his arms against
the wall holding his hands so he couldn’t produce elemental fire even if he had
the concentration to do so. He managed a gasp of breath as another closed in on
him but in an instant that was knocked from his body. The men laid into him with
fists and clubs and when his legs began to give way Tarris came forward,
torchlight reflecting off the long blade in his hand.


“Now me mates ‘ave ‘ad their fun it’s my turn an’ I’m
goin’ ter do somethin’ to yer which yer aint goin’ to forget in a long, long
time.”


He took a step forward and lowered his blade.
Jonderill closed his eyes and helplessly waited for Tarris to begin but instead
of the searing agony of the cut he expected, his arms were very nearly ripped
from his sides as the passageway erupted into chaos. Bodies dropped from the
wall behind him accompanied by screams and shouts and the sound of sword
against sword. He opened his eyes to see Redruth charging passed him, sword in
hand, with four other cadets behind him. 


The men dropped Jonderill and scrambled to form a
defensive line in front of Tarris, hoping to withdraw into the open square and
use the advantage of strength against their young opponents. Tarris, as yet
unblooded, took quick note of the situation and ran as if a trolsterk was after
him, escaping into the square only a moment before another group of cadets arrived
from another direction, trapping the men between them. Outflanked and
hopelessly outnumbered the men dropped their weapons and backed against the
wall with their hands held high in submission. The cadets closed in but stopped
just short of an arm’s length, holding them at sword point and looking eagerly
to their leader for a chance to blood their swords for the first time.


Barrin helped Jonderill to his feet and then looked at
his eager friends and shook his head. With some disappointment the cadets
reluctantly lowered their swords. Meanwhile Redruth had pushed to the front and
stood staring disdainfully at the men with his hands braced on his hips, just
as he had seen the Cadetmaster do.


“When you see that cowardly gnawer who ran off and
left you to our mercy, you can tell him that if he ever tries to lay a finger
or anything else on Jonderill again he will face the anger and retribution of
the king’s cadets and the knight’s squires. Now just to remind you to deliver
this message we’re going to give you a taste of your own medicine.” He stepped
back behind the grinning ring of cadets and squires. “Broadside lads and then
run them out of here.”


The young swordsmen yelled like tortured souls from
hellden’s halls and enthusiastically carried out the reminder with the flat of
their blades before letting the men go, chasing them for a short way with
shouted jeers and insults. In a moment they returned, noisy and laughing to
stand around Jonderill, Barrin and Redruth.


“Thanks,” said Jonderill in a shaky voice. “I thought
I’d had it that time.”


“Think nothing of it; it makes a nice change to use
our swords on real people instead of dummies. Not that I could tell much
difference except they screamed and ran away and the dummies don’t.”


“How did you know I was in trouble?” asked Jonderill
through the laughter.


“We didn’t,” replied Barrin, “but Redruth had just
come in to the inn when you left and he recognised the men from the stables as
they followed you out. He guessed something was going on.”


“We would have been here sooner only we couldn’t drag
Tuckin away from his dinner” added Redruth.


“Thank you,” said Jonderill again against another peal
of laughter.


“It’s nothing,” said Redruth, “especially after what
you did for Lias.”


“We’d do the same for any sword brother,” added
Tuckin.


Redruth put his arm around Jonderill’s shoulder. “You’re
one of us now.”



 

~    ~    ~    ~    ~
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    The six
black horses with their waving black plumes walked steadily through the
ornamental gateway, the carriage they were pulling lurching slightly as it left
the smooth roadway behind and rolled across the cobbled courtyard. Behind the
coach rode the Household Guard, their usual red-plumed helmets changed for
black and black cloaks covering their dress uniforms. Once inside the gateway
with the gates firmly closed behind them the guard wheeled away left and right
to return to their barracks and the coach pulled up under the covered portico.
Drizzle continued to fall from a grey, leaden sky and outside the gates of the
palace the damp crowd began to disperse back to their homes in the city of
Dartis in silence; the only sound the mournful ringing of the city bells.


The footman, also dressed in black, opened the coach
door and pulled down the steps, waiting for the two passengers to alight. The
first was a man of middle years with short salt and pepper hair, matching
moustache and beard and soft grey eyes, red rimmed with recent tears. He
stepped back from the carriage and held out his hand to assist the second
passenger from the coach but had his proffered hand slapped ungratefully out of
the way by the Crown Prince.


At fourteen, Prince Newn of Tarbis was tall for his
age but had the slight build that he had inherited from his mother. The rest of
his features were all his father’s, wavy brown hair with a slight hint of red
and deep brown eyes. His nature was all his own.


“I don’t need your assistance and get these men out of
their bloody black garb, it’s bad enough that I have to wear it without having
to look at it as well.”


He stamped up the steps leading to the palace’s Grand
Reception Hall throwing his gloves and helmet onto the floor followed by his
sword belt, scabbard and blunted blade. The sword skidded across the white
marble floor and one of the many soberly dressed servants scuttled after it.
The Prince glowered at her and she hastily stepped back into line with the
other waiting servants.


Lord Farrion followed his nephew up the first flight
of stairs, along the corridor with guards at each end and into the prince’s
private chambers. Newn pulled off his black jacket, not bothering with the
silver cuff buttons which tore away from the delicate fabric and rolled across
the floor. He threw the jacket in the direction of the fire grate before
collapsing into a padded chair by the fire.


“Pour me a drink.”


Farrion scowled at the boy but went to the dresser and
poured a small amount of red wine into a silver goblet and topped it up with a
double measure of water from a matching silver jug.


“From now on I will have my wine without water, and I
want that maid punished, nobody steps out of their place when I pass.”


Farrion picked up the goblet of watered wine, crossed
the room and held it out towards the prince who glared back at him. His uncle
shrugged and put the goblet on the table by the prince’s chair before sitting
in the comfortable chair opposite him.


“That was a boring waste of time. I should have been
in Vinmore at Princess Daun’s birthday celebrations instead of having to listen
to that old windbag droning on about life after death. The man’s a fucking idiot
if he believes in that stuff; when you’re dead you’re dead.”


“Your Highness! You should have more respect for the
High Priest, he’s the head of your temple and that was your parent’s funeral.”


“I would have more respect for him if he had kept his
mouth shut and anyway, why couldn’t they have died after Daun’s birthday
celebrations.”


“It would have been better if they had not died at all.
Your Highness”.


Newn shrugged, “It didn’t do you much harm did it?
From minor lord of a forgotten backwater estate to regent of Tarbis in one
single move, but you’d better get this through your head, uncle, you’re not the
ruler here, I am. It’s me who’ll live in the king’s apartments and me who’ll
sit on the throne and when I am twenty you will go back to your estates and be
forgotten and the realm will belong to me. You’re just a caretaker and if I’m
not happy with the way you’ve managed things then I will make certain that you
never return anywhere.” He swigged back his wine and held out his goblet to be
refilled. “Now where’s that damn white magician?”


Farrion pulled himself out of the comfortable chair
and fetched the flaggon of wine, topping his goblet up first and pouring the
the little bit which was left into Newn’s goblet. “I’ve sent for him, Your
Highness. Please take my advice and treat him with care; Callabris is a
powerful man and it wouldn’t be wise to upset him.”


“Bollocks, he’s a white; he can’t even take a life without
being sick whereas any one of my men could kill him without thinking about it if
I wanted them to.”


“You underestimate his powers and the strength of his
protector, together they are formidable.”


“Rot. If he were a black he would be dangerous but whites
are useless, I don’t know why my father didn’t get rid of him and keep a real
magician.”


A knock on the door interrupted them before Newn could
continue. A servant, now dressed in house livery instead of black, opened the door
allowing the magician and his protector to enter. The tall magician, dressed
all in white bowed briefly whilst behind him his protector searched the room
with his eyes, finally settling them intensely on the prince. His arms hung loosely
at his sides but his hands were tense as if at any second he would unsheathe
the double swords that crossed at his back.


“Well, what have you found out?”


Callabris bowed slightly and took two steps forward.
“It is as your uncle suggested, Your Highness. The landslide which swept your
parents’ carriage into the ravine was not natural. There were signs that part
of the hillside had been undermined and that it had been shored up with logs
until the time was right to pull them away and let it slide. We found shattered
logs at the bottom of the ravine and I detected traces of man sweat in the
wooded area above the road.”


“It was fortunate that this happened when they were on
their way to visit you rather than when you were returning with them, wasn’t it
Uncle otherwise it would have been your funeral today as well as theirs?”


Lord Farrion ignored the comment. “Were you able to
follow and find those who did this terrible thing?”


“I regret not, the landslide obliterated any tracks
and the heavy rain in the area has made it difficult to follow any other
traces. The area is full of hidden valleys where it is easy to hide a palace
let alone a few men who don’t want to be found.”


“How convenient.” Newn left his chair and walked to
the dresser where he poured himself a full goblet of wine, staring back at his
uncle in challenge. “I don’t know why my father supported you, Callabris;
you’re a waste of space. You failed to protect my father and mother and then
you fail to track down the men who killed them. In fact you’re even more useless
than that worthless brother of yours who let King Duro of Sandstrone die.
Perhaps you should meet the same fate as he did for your continuous failures.”


Callabris said nothing but behind him his protector
took a threatening step forward ready to defend his master if anyone moved
towards him.


“That’s enough,” interposed Farrion. “Callabris, His Highness
is upset and is not thinking straight. It might be best if you and protector
Allowyn returned to where the landslide happened and tried again to pick up the
trail. We’ll send for you when your presence at court will once again be
appreciated.”


Callabris bowed briefly and left the room followed
closely by Allowyn. The door had barely closed when Newn threw his goblet of
wine at the door. It clattered noisily to the floor and the wine ran down the
pale silverbark wood and pooled on the marble floor like fresh blood.


“I don’t want him here again; get rid of him and get
me a black. And if you ever talk to me like that again I’ll make you pay.” Newn
kicked the goblet out of the way and left the room, slamming the door behind
him and leaving red foot marks along the hallway.


Lord Farrion sighed deeply and refilled his goblet
before returning to stare into the flames in the fire grate. Perhaps the boy
did have a point, the magician did fail his father and it could be beneficial
to have the magician and his damned shadow removed before the prince changed
his mind and wanted them back again. A small smile crossed his features. The
boy was a fool as well as a spoilt brat; didn’t he know that a ruler without a
magician to support them, even a white one, was vulnerable? But if the magician
did leave and then something unfortunate happened to Prince Newn he couldn’t be
blamed, after all he had only followed the prince’s orders.


*


Callabris stood at the edge of the landslide studying
the tumble of rocks, broken trees, uprooted shrubs and loose soil which had been
torn from the hillside and had rolled downwards sweeping away the road just as
the royal coach had been passing. The force of the landslide had carried the
coach along with the horses and the passengers over the precipice into the ravine
below. It was only the driver who hadn’t been carried into the ravine, his body
having been impaled on the dagger-like remains of a splintered mountain
everleaf.


A gouge had been carved out the side of the ravine
with the canopy of tall everleafs shattered by the path of the landslide. The
smashed coach had been found two days later when it had failed to arrive at
Lord Farrion’s estate. What had remained of the bodies, after sly hunters and
mountain growlers had taken what they could reach, had been buried quickly without
the usual pomp of lying in state.


He had been part of the search party, not that his
magic had been needed to find the remains of the king and his wife. Whilst the royal
guard had done the grisly work of retrieving the remains he had carried out a
cursory search of the area for an explanation of what had happened. Perhaps if
he hadn’t been so upset at the death of a master he had served faithfully for
ten summers he might have seen then that the landslide was manmade.  


Landslides were not uncommon in the area but he had
missed the initial signs that the king’s death had been no accident. He and his
protector had returned two days later and had found the signs which he had
reported to the Crown Prince but now the trail was cold and the after image of
the assassins, who had left their footprints and smell behind, were vague and
indistinct.


Callabris felt the presence of his protector behind
him and wiped the moisture from his eyes onto the back of a knuckle. “He was a
good man and a fair and just king. He will be greatly missed by his people and
all who called him friend.”


“I think that his son isn’t of the same mould.”


“I regret that you’re right, Allowyn. His mother’s
indulgence has turned him into a spoilt and selfish child and his father’s
blindness to his faults has led the boy into having no morals.”


“He had no right to talk to you as he did, master, nor
to speak of your brother as he did. Will you stay with the boy or will you take
up King Boreman’s offer and accept his patronage?”


“Federa’s will bound me to his father and as long as
his son does nothing to break that bond then I must stay with him. I would stay
anyway for his father’s sake although I think life is going to be more fraught
than it was. What about you, Allowyn, will you stay? I know you have no liking
for the boy and he has none for you either.”


“My loyalty is to you, master. If you stay then I will
stay too but if he attempts to harm you or shows you disrespect then I will
take you away from here and the danger he poses even if it’s against your will
and the will of the goddess.”


Callabris smiled and turned away from his review of
the ravine to look into the earnest eyes of his protector. “He won’t try to
harm me, Allowyn but if he does you have my permission and Federa’s sanction to
take me as far from here as you think is needed to keep me safe.”


Allowyn nodded in acceptance and then studied the
darkening sky with concern. “If you have finished here we had better get to the
way house before it gets fully dark. This road is known to be treacherous at
the best of times and it looks to me as if there is a nasty storm brewing.”


He turned and led the way back along the road to where
the horses waited, tethered to a scrubby bush poking out of the loose soil of
the hillside. The wind started to pick up and blew dust and loose twigs around
their horse’s hooves as they rode together back towards Dartis until they
reached the way house. It was a small wooden cabin rather than a house built in
a hollow between two giant boulders. The boulders deflected the prevailing wind
from the sod and stone roof and left just enough space for a lath shelter for
the horses.


They led the tired horses into the shelter and
scattered some dried grass and some oats for them to eat. By the time they had
unsaddled them, fetched water from the rain barrel and rubbed them down the
rain was pounding on the roof and the wind was whipping the overflow in
horizontal eddies. The two men made a dash for the cabin door and dived in,
slamming the door behind them before the rain could soak through their cloaks.


Inside the one roomed cabin it was dark and smelled of
dampness and cold ashes. Callabris produced a small flame in the palm of his
hand and lit the single lantern, its light barely illuminating the corners of
the windowless chamber. Around the walls were a number of sleeping platforms
complete with rough mattresses filled with old, musty straw. There was a table
with benches on either side and a hearth at one end full of cold ashes but with
a wood pile stacked ready to burn.


They were used to travelling together and had no need
to talk as they set to work quickly, each with their own tasks. Before it was
completely dark outside their cloaks were drying by the fire and they had eaten
a hot stew of dried meat and wild roots which Allowyn had gathered on their
journey. A pot of water simmered over the fire and the aroma of fresh herb was
starting to drive away the less pleasant smell of dampness and decay.


Pushing the empty bowls to one end of the table
Allowyn unsheathed his swords and his knives and one by one honed and cleaned
them, testing each blade for sharpness before moving onto the next. On the
other side of the table Callabris took a leather bound journal from his
saddlebag and carefully recorded what he had found. It didn’t take him long; there
had been just a few booted footprints, some horse droppings and the thick end
of a broken branch where there were no trees growing, which might have been
used as a lever or a prop.


The description of the afterimage he had conjured was
little better; a single dark figure with no distinguishing marks except for the
impression of a double twisted ring on the hand which had held the broken
branch. His report completed, Callabris returned the journal to the saddlebag
and took one of the lower bunks, pulling his fire-warmed cloak tightly around
him. His protector returned his knives carefully to his baldric and placed the
swords in front of him on the table where they could be easily reached and when
his master’s breathing took on a slow, even rhythm he blew out the lantern and
waited.


When the door crashed open late into the night the
first attacker fell instantly with a knife in his chest. The man following
behind dived to the floor but not before another knife had sliced into his face
cutting through his eye and leaving him shrieking in pain and shock. Behind him
another dark figure leapt over the two fallen men swinging his sword in front
of him like a scythe. As his sword swung to one side the upturned table hit him
squarely in the chest sending him staggering back into two more assassins who
had entered the cabin behind him. Before the table had settled onto the earthen
floor Allowyn had leapt across it and had buried his sword almost to the hilt
in the man’s guts. He ripped the sword sideways and grey intestines spilled
from the gash into the screaming man’s hands.


The last two attackers through the door pushed the
dying man aside and struck back, both swords snaking out together, high and
low, towards the protector. Allowyn twisted avoiding the full thrust of the
high strike but taking a finger’s depth of steel in his shoulder instead of his
neck. Blood blossomed on his shirt and his arm went instantly numb making his
sword slip from his fingers. The low strike sliced through his thigh just above
his knee sending Allowyn staggering back over the fallen table, hitting the
ground hard and his sword clattered from his other hand.


Seeing his opponent down, wounded and unarmed the
attacker gave a mirthless grin and raised his sword for the death blow but
Allowyn heaved himself up onto his knees and his attacker’s sword clattered to
the floor with his hand still attached to the hilt. The scream he gave as blood
spurted from his severed wrist was abruptly cut off by the knife in his throat.


Leaving his sword partner to deal with the unarmed protector
the remaining assassin had darted around the side of the upturned table, sword
extended, intent on finishing the target he had been sent to kill. Callabris
had woken at the first sound of battle and had only enough time to sit up
before his assailant reached him and pressed his sword to the magician’s breast
just over his heart. The man leered at Callabris with black broken teeth and
started to speak but froze, his eyes locked with those of the magician.


He didn’t move a muscle as his sword partner screamed
and blood splattered across his arm,  nor
when the room became silent except for the groans of the man holding his
entrails in his hands. Only when Allowyn drove his sword into the base of his
neck, down through his chest and sliced his heart in two did he finally move.
As he slid off Allowyn’s blade the protector removed the sword point from
Callabris’s breast letting it drop to the floor along with its dead owner.
Callabris blinked rapidly releasing his spell and Allowyn sat heavily on the
sleeping platform next to him. 


“I’m sorry, Lord, with the noise of the wind and rain
I never heard them coming.”


Callabris stood up and pushed the body out of his way
with the toe of his boot before crossing the room and picking his way over the
dead. He quickly closed the cabin door blocking out the sounds of the storm
before retrieving some items from his saddle bags in the corner of the room
where they had been stacked. When he returned to the sleeping platform with a
roll of bandage in one hand and a small tub of balm in the other Allowyn had
already used his remaining knife to cut back his breaches around the thigh wound.
It was deep but the blade hadn’t cut into anything vital so Callabris smoothed
the balm across the gash and wrapped a length of bandage tightly around it.


“It’s not your fault, if it had occurred to me that we
were likely to be attacked on such a foul night in the middle of nowhere I would
have put a ward on the door.” He handed the balm and a pad of bandage to
Allowyn so that he could attend to his shoulder. “Do you know who they were or
who sent them?”


Allowyn stood and looked carefully at the man who had
held a sword to his master’s breast and then inspected the others as he
collected up his bloodied weapons. Finally he stopped in front of the groaning
man whose blood pooled on the floor around him. He nudged him with his foot and
the man opened his eyes.


“Who sent you?”


“Go to hellden!”


Allowyn kicked him hard in the side sending more blood
pulsing from the wound. “Who sent you?”


“Fuck you and your cursed magician!”


The protector turned to Callabris and shrugged
receiving a shrug in return. When he turned back to the dying man he pulled
back his head and his knife sliced through his throat silencing his groaning.
“I’ve seen that one hanging around the castle yard, he does the odd bit of
dirty work for Lord Farrion and these two hang around the river port.” He
stepped over to the man with one hand and picked up the one he had severed at
the wrist. “I don’t know the others but this looks like the twisted ring you
described.”


Callabris frowned and nodded “Do they work for the
prince or his uncle?”


“Either or both, who knows. One thing I do know though
is that it isn’t safe for you to stay in Tarbis any longer.  Whoever sent these to kill you may have also
sent them to kill the king and as far as I am concerned that severs any ties or
obligations you have to the Prince or this kingdom.”


Callabris nodded in agreement. “You’re right. In the
morning we leave for Northshield but for now let’s feed these to the sly
hunters and get some sleep, we have a bloody mess to clear up here tomorrow
before we can be on our way”.


Allowyn righted the table and put his weapons on it
for cleaning before dragging the bodies outside into the pouring rain.



 


 

~   ~   ~   ~   ~
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     Jonderill
held the stick in his hand and gave it a brief wave in the air, hesitantly
muttering the appropriate words under his breath. He watched the broom intently
to see if there was any change in its position but nothing moved, not even a
bristle. Sighing dejectedly he put the stick onto the table and stared at it in
disappointment. It was not an ordinary stick but the one which he’d spent a
summer and a winter carving with the symbols of a magician’s trade.


Each notch and groove had been accompanied by the
appropriate incantation which he had painstakingly learnt by heart but after
nearly two summers all he had was a decorative piece of the rare golden
weiswald and a head full of meaningless words. As far as magic was concerned,
his one and only ability was the occasional creation of elemental fire. Even
that was not reliable, making him resort to a firestone every day when he lit
the many fires in the magicians’ tower. In fact he seemed to have gone
backwards in the time which had passed since he had been apprenticed to Plantagenet
and Animus.


He left the high stool on which he had been sitting
and collected the broom. The handle was smooth and familiar but without the
slightest tingle of magic, despite all his efforts. Since completing his wand
he’d been trying to make the broom sweep the floor without his assistance but
inevitably he ended up pushing the broom in his daily task of cleaning each of the
five floors of the magicians’ tower. He’d already swept his tiny room at the
top of the tower beneath its tall spire, sweeping around the small clothes
chest, its one rickety chair and the ancient desk.


The only other items in the room were a rug, which
he’d shaken and his bed which he had covered with his solitary blanket. His
room was cold and draughty with no fire grate to warm it but the view from the
small casement window over the kingdom of Vinmore and Leersland in the distance
made up for all his cold and discomfort. Besides, he’d read somewhere that
physical depravation developed ones powers and he was desperate enough to try
anything.


Beneath his room was the guest room, which he had also
swept although it had never been used since he’d taken up residence in the
tower. Today was different though. Today he had made the bed, laid the fire
ready to light and opened the windows to air the room with summer breezes. Despite
his masters’ assurances that the guest they had invited would come he was
certain the magician would never stay in the room or at least that is what he
hoped. Only a master of his trade could test an apprentice's progress towards
being a junior journeyman so it was a master they had invited. When all the
apprentices presented their work at tomorrow's festival Maladran, as the only
master magician in the six kingdoms bound to a king, would be there to judge
him. 


Given a choice he would have liked it to have been
Animus or Plantagenet as they wouldn’t be too hard on him but he had been told
that a master couldn’t judge their own apprentice so it had to be Maladran. Jonderill
already knew what Maladran would have to say about his efforts. The thought of
the festival added to his gloom. At fifteen summers he would be the oldest
apprentice there and the most inept. Whilst those who had seen eight or nine
summers presented hand crafted tools or soft leather bridles or rabbits from
the morning’s snares he would present a poorly carved stick without any power
and a broom which wouldn’t move.


He could already feel the shame of people laughing at
him when the black-cloaked magician shook his head and turned his back on the
apprentice to announce failure and rejection. An apprentice who failed their
first test was no longer an apprentice so that would be the end of it all.
There would be no more listening to the two elderly magicians telling tall
stories into the early hours of the morning, no more hot toddies and horror
stories on cold winter nights and no more laughter at the spells which went
awry. He would have let them down and exposed them to more ridicule than they
already received from people who saw them as no more than two bumbling and
inept old men. That hurt more than the thought of him being publicly shamed and
far more than knowing he would return to being a bound servant, perhaps in the
kitchens if the Housecharge would have him back there but more than likely in
Tarris's stables.


Without any enthusiasm and with his mind on tomorrow's
ceremony he swept the workroom floor, moving stools out of the way and sweeping
around the many strange objects and containers which cluttered the room but
which he dared not disturb. Normally he would leave this room until last,
tending to his masters’ sleeping quarters first and then the living area on the
floor below but he had wanted to try the broom spell one last time before he
admitted failure to himself. He didn’t know why he kept trying, the broom had
never moved but he’d hoped that something might have changed at the last
moment. It hadn’t.


Perhaps he could have done better if his masters hadn’t
been so old and decrepit but Animus would get half way through explaining a
spell and would suddenly remember he’d lost something and the rest of the day
would be spent looking for it. Plantagenet was little better, with his mind
drifting away almost as soon as lessons began. He supposed he should have been
annoyed at them but they were always so sorry and apologetic afterwards that
all he could do was smile and put water on to boil for tea. Putting the pan of
water on to boil seemed to be his prime responsibility, that and making the
huge jugs of herb tea which the three of them consumed each day. 


During the past few weeks, with the test looming
closer, he had thought of telling them about his past relationship with
Maladran but the memory was still too painful and he’d never found the courage.
He’d even thought about running away but he had nowhere to go and in any case
his masters would only worry themselves sick about him. His only hope was that
King Sarrat would refuse to allow Maladran to preside at an apprentice's
presentation, in which case he needn’t even attend.


He heard the outside door creek open and Animus laugh
at one of Plantagenet’s dry witticisms so he placed the broom against the wall
and put the water back on the fire to heat. When Animus opened the door fully
the little pile of sweepings he had carefully gathered were once again
scattered around the room. He scowled at the wasted effort just as Animus
turned to talk to him. The rotund magician blushed, stuttered and then launched
into a catalogue of profuse apologies. Jonderill poured the boiling water into
the prepared pot of herbs and smiled to himself; if he didn’t stop Animus soon
the small magician would give himself a sore throat.


"It's all right, there's no harm done,"
interrupted Jonderill, "I've nearly finished anyway so I can easily sweep the
floor again."


"No, no, my dear boy, I wouldn't dream of it
after you've worked so hard to get the place ready for our exalted visitor.
After all, we don't want to tire you out when it's your big day tomorrow."


Animus took his wand from his belt and with the merest
flick sent the broom scurrying around the floor to sweep up every speck of dust
and dirt. Jonderill turned away, disheartened by the ease with which even the
old, inept magician had controlled the broom. He didn’t have to touch it to
feel magic pulsating through every fibre of the brush.


Plantagenet peered over the rim of his tea bowl and
gave the broom a disparaging look. "You really shouldn't do that you know,
using your power on such a trivial matter is a waste of effort."


"It was no effort," replied Animus brightly
and then looked guiltily as he caught the look on Jonderill's face. "Don't
worry my dear boy, tomorrow will be fine. I am sure Maladran will be very
patient and he won’t expect too much from your first apprenticeship
presentation so don't be nervous."


"I remember my first apprenticeship
presentation," put in Plantagenet. "I was so nervous I turned my
assessor's black hat into a bat instead of a cat and it flew away over the
market place never to be seen again. It cost me six months’ allowance to buy
him a new one but he passed me all right."


"I remember mine too," continued Animus but
the glazed look in Plantagenet’s eye told him his mind was travelling far from
his body again. He turned his attentions back to Jonderill. "I turned the
king's favourite slyhound into a goat and then couldn't turn him back again.
The king was furious and my master had to rescue me the following day from the
public stocks. Fortunately the king became quite proud of his sly hunting goat
and forgave me. Still I hope your presentation is going to be less dramatic
than either Plantagenet’s or mine were.”


"You can count on that," assured Jonderill,
feeling worse than he did before.


*


Jonderill woke suddenly with the sun shining in his
eyes and a sick feeling in his stomach as he escaped from his reoccurring dream
of the dark magician. He pulled the blanket over his eyes and tried to pretend
it was still night but all that happened was that his stomach felt worse and
his head began to pound in time with his rapidly beating heart. With a groan he
pushed back the blanket and lay shivering in his bed. Even in summer the room
was cool but surely not cool enough to make him shake. For a moment he wondered
if he was sickening for something, perhaps a chill or a summer fever. He pulled
the blanket back around his neck; if he was going to be ill the best place for
him was in his bed not sharing his illness with everyone else.


For a short while he lay still in his bed and then
threw the blanket off again. It was no use pretending, he wasn’t sick or at
least not physically; he had to get up and face the day however awful it was
going to be. He made his bed wondering where he would be sleeping tonight and
dressed in his best shirt and leggings. His masters were rather forgetful about
clothes, never needing to replace their own, ageless, arcane robes. As a consequence
he still only possessed those clothes he had come to them with two summers
previously and the spare set the Housecharge had provided. None of the four
garments fitted very well since he’d grown rapidly during the winter and spring
and all of them were patched at the knees and elbows but at least his best set
were clean and free of stains.


Jonderill washed in the basin of water he had carried
to his room the previous night and wondered what the other apprentices would
wear. None would be allowed to wear the clothes of their trade until after
their presentation had been accepted by their assessor who would then hand them
their traditional garments; a leather apron or baker's whites or huntsman's
leathers. He wondered if Plantagenet or Animus had thought about a robe for
him, he doubted it would have crossed their minds, not that it mattered. Even
if he could make the broom work for him Maladran would fail him.


The thought of facing the magician again after all the
time which had passed and having to stand in front of all the other apprentices
whilst he hid his feelings made him start shivering all over again. Maladran
wouldn’t know it was him until he entered the testing ring but he knew the
master magician would not share his emotional difficulty. The man had no
feelings and would remain ice cold but he was not sure if he could face
Maladran and hide the hurt he still felt.


Sitting on the rickety chair which wobbled
precariously beneath him, he wondered again if he should tell his masters that
Maladran had once been like a father to him, that was until he sent him away
without a word. He pulled the cloth from the tray of food he had brought to his
room the night before and decided against telling them. This was an ordeal he
had to face by himself. It was going to be hard enough on the two old magicians
when he failed the test without them confronting Maladran beforehand, as he
knew they would if they learnt about the way Maladran had treated him.


He looked at the bread and cheese, both of which had
gone hard overnight and the two withered apples, the remainder of last summer's
crop. The sight of them reminded him of other breakfasts in the High Lord's
stables before Maladran had rescued him and he dropped the cloth back over the
tray, pushing back unpleasant memories. He settled on the small jug of watered
wine for his breakfast feast and sat miserably waiting for his summons.


When the door to his room eventually opened his mind
was as calm as it was going to be and his hands were steady, which was more than
could be said for his masters’. Animus's rosy cheeks were as pale as uncooked
bread, whilst Plantagenet’s usually dreamy eyes darted nervously around the
room like a condemned man looking for the executioner. Their appearance was not
encouraging. He wanted to ask if Maladran had arrived but couldn’t find the
courage. Nervously he left the table and pushed his wand beneath his belt and
then, feeling like a prisoner going to meet the hangman, he walked between the
two silent magicians as they made their way to the city square.


It had never occurred to Jonderill that this was a
very special day for the apprentices and the citizens of Vinmore so the noise
and press of people took him completely by surprise. People had come from all
over the kingdom to see sons and cousins and nephews make their presentation
and be accepted as junior journeymen into their guilds. All the craftsmen from
each guild which had an apprentice making a presentation had come to see their
new member whilst those who had no relatives or guild involved in the ceremony
came along to offer their encouragement.


The result was that almost the entire population of
Vinmore, in lively spirit, crowded into the city beneath the palace walls.
Vinmore's famous wine and cider had already been consumed in large quantities
by everyone not taking part in the ceremony and the mouth-watering smell of
huge roasts, generously provided by the king, reminded revellers of the feast
to come.


Barrin, Redruth and the other junior guards and
trainee knights he practised sword with every week formed a guard of honour
through which the apprentices walked as they entered the main square. His
friend had been sympathetic with his plight. In all the time they had been
friends Jonderill had only managed to produce elemental fire once and that had
fizzled out to nothing after a few seconds.


However sympathy could not help much now it had come
to the testing and the best Barrin could do was give him a quick smile for good
luck. When it was Barrin's turn to parade before the king and be accepted into
the guards Jonderill hoped he could offer more support than a half-hearted,
pitying smile. As soon as he had finished with the thought he felt guilty. He
was being grossly unfair. Barrin had been a tower of strength and support in
the past few weeks and didn't deserve to be so maligned.


A sudden burst of cheering dragged Jonderill back to
the present as the first apprentice moved forward. More applause and shouting
then accompanied each apprentice as they entered the city square although most
of the young boys were too nervous to acknowledge it and their masters too
dignified. Animus and Plantagenet, with Jonderill between them, entered last
and made their way to the far end amidst some half hearted-applause, laughter
and whispered comments. Jonderill was not perturbed at his quiet reception; the
fewer people who supported him, the fewer people he would disappoint when he
failed. He took his place at the end of the line of apprentices, wishing he
could be anywhere else except where he now stood. 


There were eight apprentices in all, none who had seen
their twelfth summer except for himself. Behind each stood their master
carrying the object to be judged, most hidden beneath a cloth embroidered with
the guild's colours. Jonderill glanced at the boy next to him, dressed as all
the others were in new shirt and tunic, hose and shinning boots and then behind
to where his master stood. It was Tarris, holding a small gleaming pony with
plaited mane and tail and leering back at him. He licked his lips and ran his
hand suggestively down his thigh. Jonderill looked rapidly away knowing that
very shortly Tarris could be his new master; Tarris seemed to know it too.


A joyous fanfare brought a hush to the crowd and
everyone turned their attention to the balcony which jutted out from the castle
wall and overlooked the square. When King Steppen, his wife and daughter came
into view the crowd cheered with double the volume they had so far made.
Jonderill's eyes settled on the princess, looking golden and more beautiful
than anyone he had ever seen in his fifteen summers of life. He could have
spent the entire day looking at her and still not have been bored.


The princess obviously didn’t feel as interested in
the crowd as they were in her and quickly turned away to talk to the young man
behind her. Jonderill recognised him as the princess's companion at her
birthday celebrations and as King Porteous was also there he assumed he must
have been Prince Pellum, his youngest son. 


Three other men were with the royal party. One was
taller and darker and a little younger than the two kings and seemed to laugh a
great deal but take little notice of what was going on. In contrast the one who
stood next to him, dressed in a white robe with a deep hood, studied the crowd
intently as if he was looking for something or someone. The other man, in
bronze and leather armour with two swords crossed over his back, stood behind
King Steppen’s two guests, his eyes watching the crowd and his body tense as a
spring. A second fanfare sounded and the crowd’s attentions turned away from
their beloved king and his guests to the more important and interesting events
about to take place in the square where the eight nervous boys waited for the
ceremony to begin.


Through the centre of the crowd Barrin's guard of honour
opened a pathway and seven men, all masters of their guild, marched purposely
forward to take their position in front of each apprentice. Jonderill
recognised the master baker from the king's kitchen, dressed in his white apron
and tall white hat and with his sleeves rolled up passed his elbows. All the
others were strangers except for the last in line who he recognised as the
king's old Stablemaster, now retired in favour of the younger and more
energetic Tarris. He turned his eyes towards the empty space where his own
assessor should have stood and felt his face flush with shame; Maladran hadn’t
bothered to attend, nor even sent word.


Jonderill tried to look as if he didn't care but all
around him he could hear whispered comments and the scornful laughter they
invoked. He felt people’s eyes boring into his back and was certain everyone
was mocking him, including the princess. When he glanced up to the balcony where
the royal party stood, she was still talking to her friend and taking no notice
of what was going on below. In fact the only thing which had changed was the
man in the white robe and the armed man behind him had disappeared. He turned
back to the ceremony and stared straight ahead of him, as one after the other
the apprentices presented their work for assessment and were received into
their guild as junior journeymen with rapturous applause from the crowd.


He tried to look unconcerned as Tarris led the small
pony forward and gave its halter to the apprentice from his stable but couldn’t
help a grimace at Tarris’s scornful laughter when he returned to his place and
hissed into Jonderill’s ear, “yer’ll be mine soon, boy.”


Jonderill wished the stableboy's presentation would last
forever so the moment wouldn’t come when he would have to acknowledge that he
had been disdainfully rejected as an apprentice. Then he wished it was all over
and done with so he could go and hide. Loud applause accompanied the
stableboy's acceptance and the young boy returned to stand next to his master,
smiling and proud.


When the applause ceased an expectant silence fell
across the crowd and all eyes turned to Jonderill who had no idea what to do
next. Tarris started the whispering, leaning towards his apprentice and making
a disparaging remark just loud enough for those behind to hear. His apprentice
laughed nervously and the laughter was taken up by the tightly packed crowd behind
him. Someone at the back of the crowd became bored with waiting and started a
slow, funeral pace handclap which was immediately taken up by others until the
entire crowd clapped in derision.


Jonderill felt hot and cold at the same time, his
stomach churned and tears pricked behind his eyes. He looked up towards King
Steppen whose command could put an end to his shame and saw the Princess Daun
point at him and laugh. He stared down at his feet and wished the ground would
open up and swallow him. The clapping stopped so abruptly that it took him a
moment or two to realise the crowd had become silent and those closest to him
had taken a hasty step back. Blinking to hold back the tears of shame which
threatened to shame him even more, he looked up into the coldest eyes he had
ever seen.


Dressed all in white and with his head hidden within
the deep hood of his robe, only Jonderill could see the cloaked man clearly.
His hair, beard and moustache were silver white and plaited into long thin
braids and his features were angular and drawn. Beneath a hooked nose, his
mouth was stretched into a thin line but most frightening of all were his eyes,
sea green, cold and piercing as if he were looking into your soul.


Strangely Jonderill felt no fear but stared back
unflinchingly, his feelings clearly open and readable to the man in white. The
stranger nodded slightly as if he was acknowledging something he saw in
Jonderill and smiled, softening his features and making Jonderill feel a little
better. Then he turned to bow briefly at King Steppen who, with a wave of his
hand, indicated his acceptance of the man's position as a suitable person to
test an apprentice, giving his permission for the ceremony to continue.


"Begin, apprentice," the man in white said
in a low voice which was barely a whisper and carried no further than
Jonderill's ears.


Animus hurried forward carrying the broom which he
placed at Jonderill's feet. He bowed deeply to the white robe and stepped back,
giving the boy a smile of encouragement. At that moment Jonderill forgot all
the fears of the last weeks and knew only a steely determination to succeed and
show his judge that he was worthy of his confidence. He pulled the wand from
his belt, whispered the appropriate words and pointed the carved golden
weiswald at the broom.


Nothing happened, nothing stirred and nothing moved.
An inkling of doubt crossed his mind as he tried again, concentrating his
thoughts to focus power into the wand but still nothing happened. The old fear
of failure returned, expelling the determination which for a short time had
made him feel he could do anything. A restless murmur stirred in the crowd and Jonderill
could feel his desperation growing. He licked his lips nervously and tried again,
his whispered words hesitant and unsure.


Slowly the broom began to move, the bristles first in
a gentle waving motion and then the handle, lifting the broom into a vertical
position. Awed by the magic, the crowd went silent and leaned forward to see what
would happen next. Jonderill concentrated harder whilst the broom began to
sweep the cobbled paving at his feet in short deft strokes. He whispered a
command and the broom pushed the small pile of dirt it had gathered passed
Jonderill to where Tarris stood. With a vigorous forward push it swept the pile
of dirt over Tarris's clean and shiny boots and finally came to rest against
the Stablemaster’s clenched fist. The crowd roared with laughter and applauded
loudly whilst Jonderill stood with wide eyes and the wand still extended in
front of him.


Whilst the crowd were still applauding and Jonderill
stood fixed to the spot the hooded man’s companion stepped forward and placed a
deep grey robe over his outstretched arm, completely covering the wand.


The magician lent forward so only Jonderill could hear
what he said. "You have much to discover about the nature of spells and
their power, apprentice, but when you have come to understand the source of
your magic and have learnt what you are, come to me and I will show you the
mysteries which lie beyond, the mysteries which I think are your
inheritance."


He stepped back, allowing Animus and Plantagenet to
enthusiastically embrace Jonderill and when Jonderill looked up again the
magician and his companion had gone.


"Now who would have thought he would have done
such a thing for a mere apprentice?" said Plantagenet, indicating the robe
as he began to guide Jonderill from the city square. "You have been
greatly honoured my boy, a white robe is amongst the most revered of all
magicians."


“Who was he?” asked Jonderill. “I thought Maladran was
meant to be here.”


“That was Callabris and his master is King Borman of
Northshield who is Steppen’s guest. It looks like he has at last persuaded
Callabris to be his bound magician. Sarrat won’t like that at all.” Animus took
the robe from Jonderill’s arms and looked at it admiringly, “He has a strong protector
too who I hope is good at his job as there are far too few whites left these
days. You know, Plantagenet, we should have thought about getting Jonderill a
robe in our colours, but it never crossed my mind.” 


"Nor mine," admitted Plantagenet, "but
to be given a robe the colour of this one is beyond anything we could have
offered, so few are chosen to wear the white." 


“Or the black,” put in Animus.


Jonderill looked at the dark grey cloth draped across
the magician’s arm and then questioningly at Plantagenet. "The robe is
very special, it will grow with you and the shade will change as you become
more powerful. When you have reached your full power the robe will be pure
white.”


“Or black,” added Animus 


“It is a portent of what you can become, Jonderill,
now that you finally have the use of your magic."


Jonderill stopped suddenly and stepped away from his
two masters looking at each of them in turn. "Wasn't it you who moved the
broom?"


The magicians looked at each other with blank
expressions and then at Jonderill, both shaking their head.


"You mean you didn't move it?" asked Animus
incredulously.


No," replied Jonderill, "I had no power at
all."


"Then who could have done such a thing?"
questioned Plantagenet.


"And why?" whispered Jonderill but so
quietly nobody heard.


*


“So, is the boy a threat to us?”


King Borman draped a leg languorously over the arm of
his padded chair and toyed with the goblet of Vinmore’s rich red wine as he
studied the magician seated opposite him. Long white robe, long white moustache,
long white hair; if it were not for the intensity of his green eyes the man
could have been a corpse. Borman took a long drink of wine and scowled in
irritation. “Well?”


“In the short term no, the boy has talent but it’s
hidden from him. He has never been properly trained to call on it and the two
old magicians’ are retired and have little skill at teaching. In the long term,
if he trained with a master, then he could be a force to be reckoned with.”


“And has he shown what colour he will be?”


The magician steepled his fingers and tapped the two
extended ones against his upper lip in thought. “I believe he is of the white
but I cannot be sure. If I were certain of his ancestry then I would have a
better idea but the only people who are likely to know that secret are the boy
himself, Maladran or, if my guess is right, the man who ordered his father’s
death and I am assuming that you don’t want me to ask any of those.”


“What about the goddess’s enclave, wouldn’t the
masters know what he was?”


“It’s possible but they are unlikely to reveal anything
to me. High Master Razarin and I don’t see eye to eye.”


Borman gave a snort of derision and put his goblet
heavily onto an ornately carved side table. He stood and strolled over to the
long glass doors which opened out onto a balcony and pushed the heavy drapes
aside so he could see across to the magicians’ tower.


“Do the two old fools know who the boy might be?”


“No, and I gave no hint of it except to leave a grey
robe with the boy. However, they might guess by my unexpected presence here
that the boy is special in some way.”


“We’ll have to keep a close eye on him until I am ready
to move. I don’t want anyone else to take an interest in him.”


“I don’t think that will be a problem, he doesn’t have
the skill to move away from the protection that Animus and Plantagenet give him
and, should the day come when he has, I have told him that he should search me
out.”


Borman turned away from the doors and gave the white
magician a hard look. “Don’t go soft on me Callabris. If the boy turns out to
be a threat to my plans then it is you who will have to deal with him and I
don’t want the thought of who his father might have been clouding your judgment.”


Callabris bowed his head in acquiescence. Crossing to
the large polished wood dining table Borman studied the map of the six kingdoms
spread across its gleaming surface and anchored at each corner by small stone
paperweights carved to resemble bunches of grapes. When manipulated correctly
the four small bunches clipped together to form a single bunch but, much to his
annoyance, Borman was yet to discover how the puzzle worked.


There was a loud knock on the room’s door and without
waiting for a call to enter Borman’s Guardcaptain strode into the room. He
pushed the door shut behind him and saluted the king with his left hand across
his chest and fist on heart. From the shadows the magician’s protector quickly stepped
forward, his hand on the hilt of the long knife at his side and his eyes fixed
intently on the Guardcaptain. Rastor gave him a cold look of contempt and turned
back to address the king.


“Your Majesty, all the preparations have been made for
your return to Northshield at dawn tomorrow.”


“And the other matter?”


“The task was simple, Swordmaster Dilor showed me
everything. The guards here are professional and well trained and Dilor is
experienced and a good tactician but the guards are few in number and many are
just boys; not one of them have drawn blood in anger. Each town and village in
Vinmore has its own guard troop made up of farmers and shop keepers who
practice every seventh day, but they too have never been called upon to fight.
Vinmore is a very peaceful and very vulnerable little kingdom.”


Borman grinned wolfishly and beckoned his Guardcaptain
over to the map. “It wouldn’t take much then for us to move our army through
the Deeling Pass or across Sarrat’s borders into Vinmore. If we moved quickly
we could be in Alewinder in less than a moon cycle and with very little
opposition.”


Callabris stood and crossed to the table with Allowyn
two steps behind. He looked carefully at the map and grunted in disagreement.


“You have something to say about this?”


“Yes, My Lord. I think the good Guardcaptain has
counted the soldiers of Vinmore well and indeed Vinmore does appear to be a
very peaceful and vulnerable kingdom, but I think you have underestimated its
hidden assets.”


Rastor looked at him in irritation but Borman just
raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”


“Stephen has two very strong allies.” He placed his
long finger on the kingdom to the north of Vinmore. “King Porteous is Steppen’s
neighbour and close friend, some say even the real father of his child. He would
most certainly come to Steppen’s aid if you were to invade Vinmore.”


“Porteous is fat, foolish and pompous. His eldest son
is an idiot and his younger one is a lazy womaniser.”


“That may be true but Essenland has an army as large
as Northshield’s commanded by a close friend of Swordmaster Dilor who is an
excellent commander. Should the younger boy wed the Princess Daun, the army will
be obliged to come to their rescue. You should also not underestimate the elder
son, Vorgret, who is a nasty piece of work but full of cunning.” He moved his
finger down the map. “To the south you have Tarbis which also has a large
standing army with an experienced commander. Prince Newn is too young to rule
yet but his uncle is a wily old slyhunter; he would not want to see an invading
army on his northern border.”


Borman scowled at the map and tapped his fingers on
the edge of the table in irritation. “You’re right of course, we couldn’t win
if two armies came down on us, at least not without destroying Vinmore and its
wealth, which would defeat the object of our annexation.”


He thought for a moment and the others waited,
studying the map. “Rastor, my plans have changed. I think I need to pay a visit
to Prince Newn and his uncle and see the situation for myself. I will take you,
a small honour guard of five men and all the horses and spare weapons we can
muster. Let the rest of the guards share horses or walk back to Northshield. I
will also take Lord Rothers with me, he might come in useful. Callabris, I
don’t think you would find a warm welcome in Tarbis, so take the men back and
keep an eye on things whilst I am gone. Guardcaptain, make the arrangements and
on your way out pour me some more wine.”


Guardcaptain Rastor frowned and flushed in anger at
being so easily dismissed but knew better than to argue with his king. He
saluted to Borman’s back, poured the wine as ordered and left the room making a
point of closing the door louder than was necessary.


“You shouldn’t treat your Guardcaptain so
dismissively. One of these days he’s going to lose that temper of his and do
something you will both be sorry for.”


“Don’t bother about Rastor, he has no feelings and in
any case I own the man from the top of his arrogant head to the bottom of his
decorated boots.” Borman returned to his comfortable chair and waved the
magician into the one opposite. Allowyn took up his previous position in the
shadows behind Callabris. “Did you know that I’m related to Prince Newn? There’s
some sort of connection on my great grandmother’s side so if his uncle were to
disappear I would have a legitimate claim to the regency.” He picked up his
glass and sipped at his wine, watching Callabris over the rim and waited for a
response.


“That is a possibility, My Lord, but it would be a brief
regency as the prince is a young man and will be crowned in a few summers.” Callabris
paused and looked intently at his master waiting for him to comment.


“Yes, unless something happens to him.”


“You have not forgotten that I cannot use my power to
take another’s life.”


Borman shrugged, “There are other things which can prevent
a prince from becoming a king. And now, what is the news from Leersland? How is
the usurper and his pet fanghound?”


“Sarrat continues to consolidate his position and uses
Maladran to keep the restless nobles in their place.”


“And High Lord Coledran?”


The High Lord is not the man he once was since
Maladran murdered his son and heir. He is bitter and twisted and becomes less
cautious about his words and actions and will one day become a liability. For
now he continues to take your money to bribe the other lords into thwarting
Sarrat in whatever way they can without being accused of treason. It is an irritant
to Sarrat, nothing more.


“Is it enough to keep him occupied and away from our
borders?”


“For the time being yes, but the time will come when
you will have to provide further distractions, especially if you wish to ride
an army across his lands into Vinmore.”


“I have some ideas about that, which I might pursue
after my visit to Tarbis, but for now let’s keep supporting the High Lord in
his attempts to undermine Sarrat.” Borman emptied the glass and placed it on
the table, filling it half full with the last of the wine from the flagon
beside him. “Vinmore produces the finest wines in all of the six kingdoms. I am
surprised that Sarrat has not invaded and taken the place by force by now, he
must have his eyes on it too.”


“That’s Maladran’s doing; he’s clever and advises
Sarrat to use other means rather than force and most of the time Sarrat listens
to him.” Borman raised an eyebrow in question.


“It was Maladran’s idea that Sarrat should court the
Princess Daun and he suggests what gifts Sarrat should send to her to keep her
interested.”


“Does he indeed? It would be most awkward if Sarrat
should bribe his way into the girl’s bed.”


“That’s unlikely to happen. We have an arrangement
with Sarrat’s spy in Steppen’s palace to intercept any gifts sent from
Leersland before they reach the princess. His loyalty to you is assured as he
sells the gifts on and keeps the proceeds. That is very profitable for him but
deadly if he decides to change sides. So far the only gift which has reached
her was a horse and that might have been missed if it had been sold on.”


“The king laughed. “You are clever Callabris, but so
is Maladran. Perhaps we should make him disappear?”


“That wouldn’t be simple. Those who wear the black are
not easily slain, they have a sixth sense for danger and unlike those of us who
wear the white they can kill but cannot be killed by taking their hands. If you
wanted to remove Maladran you would have to take the torc from his neck, by
which Sarrat controls him, and then kill him whilst the madness has him. It
would not be an easy task.”


Borman went to reply but a quiet knock on the door and
the entrance of his personal servant interrupted him.


“Your Majesty, your bath is prepared and your clothes
have been laid out for you to wear at the farewell feast King Steppen is
holding in your honour. You do need to get ready very soon.”


Borman stood and shrugged, “Even kings have to do what
they are told sometimes. Think on what I have said and we will talk about
dealing with Maladran when I return from Tarbis.”


Callabris stood and waited for the king to leave the
room. His protector moved from the shadows to his side. “You don’t think the
king was serious about taking on Maladran do you?”


“He is a serious man who considers all possibilities.”


“But after what happened to your brother surely he
knows the danger.”


Callabris sighed and put his hand on Allowyn’s
shoulder. “He cares nothing about the death of my brother or yours. He only
cares about himself and his power; it is the way of the rulers of the Eastern
kingdoms. Now, my friend, let’s go and prepare for tonight’s feast and our
journey home.”
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     "I
don't like this, My Lady," said Jarrul, running his fingers through his
sand-coloured hair and then replacing his huntsman's cap with its decorative
coolly bird feather. "If anything goes wrong with your plan the
consequences will be dire." "Nothing is going to go wrong, I've
planned everything down to the last detail." 


Tarraquin dripped the deep brown liquid carefully into
the small keg of wine and replaced the bung, then waited for Jarrul to tap the
bung back in place with a leather-covered, wooden mallet. To all but the most
trained eye it would be impossible to detect that the bung had been removed and
then replaced again.


"I know your plans are good but magicians don't
die easily."


"With his throat cut, his heart torn out and his
hands cut off he will die easily enough, in fact too easily. I just wish I
could prolong his suffering for the length of time it took my brother to
die."


Jarrul shook his head in disappointment. He was young
to be the huntsman for such a large estate but his skill as a tracker and a
trapper ensured the highly prized position had been his on the death of his
father. He was famous not only for the number of animals he caught each summer
but the quick and humane way he despatched all of his victims. Jarrul abhorred
unnecessary suffering and the thought that the girl he admired above all others
would wish to inflict a lengthy torment on another person sickened him.


"It still doesn't seem right that a woman should
take a life."


Tarraquin turned on the huntsman with an unaccustomed
ferocity. "Are you getting cold feet, Jarrul, or have you so quickly
forgotten what that man did to my brother?"


Jarrul shook his head in denial. "I haven't
forgotten or forgiven. Dennin was like my own brother and I would gladly see
Maladran dead if it would bring him back, but it won’t, and I fear for your
life and the lives of everyone else. If anything goes wrong with your plan we
will all pay."


Tarraquin walked to the window of the stone huntsman’s
lodge and stared out of the window watching the activity in the stable yard. "Well
nothing is going to go wrong. Even if I fail, which I won't, I have arranged
that no blame can fall on any of my family or the servants. Now, Jarrul, please
take this wine up to the house before my father changes his mind about which
wine to serve tonight and whatever you do, make sure my father doesn't start
drinking it until dinner has started. The last thing I want is him dropping to
sleep in front of the magician before I’m ready to confront him."


Jarrul sighed in resignation and hoisted the keg onto
a well muscled shoulder. He left by the rear door being careful not to be seen
and headed to the back entrance of the Great House where servants ran in and
out with fare for the night's banquet. Tarraquin watched him from the doorway
as he disappeared inside, knowing that the loyal Jarrul would not relinquish
the keg into another's hands until he dropped it into its cradle within the
dining hall. The wine would have to stand for at least six candle lengths
before it would be ready for drinking, by which time dinner would be under way.
Hopefully by now her father would have already found something else to drink
and would leave the dinner wine until later.


She waited until Jarrul left the Great House and
crossed back over the yard, glad that she had chosen the steady young man as
her confidant. He’d always treated her with the gentleness and care which her
father often failed to show and he meant much more to her than the High Lord
ever had. She supposed it was her father's position or perhaps his drinking
which made him so cold towards her, but she had tried to love him as a daughter
should, especially after the death of her brother. 


As Jarrul entered the huntsman's lodge, Tarraquin
slipped passed him and out of the back door to make her way into the Great House
without being seen. Six candle lengths was a long time to wait to fulfil her
vow and avenge the death of her brother but she was patient. Had she not waited
five summers already for the right moment, held back only by lack of
opportunity and to honour her promise and friendship to Jonderill?


At their last meeting he had made it clear that
Maladran was no longer his friend, so now that she had the chance for revenge
there was nothing to hold her back. She would strike a blow for both of them
and one day, when they were man and wife, she would tell Jonderill what she had
done and he would love her even more. Tarraquin reached her room overlooking
the ornamental garden at the rear of the Great House and lay back on her bed,
letting her daydream drift into a light, pleasant sleep.


Jarrul didn’t sleep. In fact he hadn’t slept for
several nights for thinking about Tarraquin's plan to assassinate the magician.
It was a good plan which could be successfully executed with any victim, except
perhaps the magician. What if he read her thoughts and saw murder there, or
detected the drug in the wine before he drank it and what if, when the moment came
to strike, Tarraquin found she couldn’t take a man's life in cold blood. He had
loved Dennin like a brother and was happy to see his killer dead, but there
were too many ifs in Tarraquin's plan, all of which could lead to disaster.


The biggest flaw, as he saw it, was the lack of an
escape route in case things went wrong. Tarraquin was so certain of success
she’d never considered failure but Jarrul had. He’d been preparing an emergency
camp so deep in the forest that nobody would ever find them, or at least that is
what he hoped. Now, as he collected the last of his stores together and headed
for the forest, he felt as if he was betraying her but better that than
watching her die horribly at the Magician’s hands.


*


Tarraquin awoke as the sun was setting, flooding her
room with orange and gold light. It was her favourite time of day and she was
feeling bright and fresh but unbelievably nervous. Hoping the warm water would
settle her nerves she bathed for longer than usual, however, she was still
jittery when it came time for her to dress for dinner. She had chosen something
simple in a pastel colour with childish frills rather than something sleek with
adult lace and she kept her hair down and wore little jewellery in the hopes
that her innocent appearance would mislead Maladran.


Her youth and inexperience would also provide the
excuse to forgo the red wine and she could only hope that her father would not
make any pointed comments about her girlish dress or lack of wine consumption. He
was terrified of Maladran and with any luck he might have been drinking for
most of the day and be too befuddled to notice anything different about her.


She needn’t have feared; when she entered the richly
decorated dining room her father was already swaying slightly and made few
comments about anything except to welcome his guest and offer the magician the
hospitality of the house. It was offered with barely hidden insincerity. The
High Lord, second only to King Sarrat in Leersland's strictly hierarchical
society, would rather have seen the magician dead than have him eating at his
table. 


However, he was a practical man when he was sober and
he knew not to refuse the king's magician, however much one might want to. The
last time Maladran had sat at his table, Dennin had shared their meal but now
his chair stood empty, a reminder of just how powerful the magician was and who
owned him.


As the meal ended the High Lord poured more red wine,
drinking two goblets to the magician's one and glaring at him belligerently
across the table until the wine finally loosened his control over his tongue. "What
brings you here, Maladran? I've paid my taxes and raised the levy for Sarrat's
army, what more does the bastard want?"


Tarraquin cringed at her father's insult and gave
Maladran a quick glance but his face remained expressionless.


"Our king is concerned for your well being and
misses your presence at court," responded Maladran pleasantly.


The High Lord emptied his goblet and poured himself
some more wine whilst Maladran slowly sipped his. Tarraquin looked to see if
the magician was suspicious of the wine but he continued to drink without
betraying any suspicions.


"Well I don't miss Sarrat," slurred the High
Lord. "You tell that murdering animal fucker that if he wants to see me
he'd better get off his arse and come here instead of sending his boot-licking
jester."


Tarraquin looked alarmed at her father's unprecedented
outburst, certain that it was the effects of the drug along with a full day's
drinking which had loosened his tongue enough to speak treason. She quickly
moved to his side and took his hand trying to distract him and prevent him from
speaking further but the damage had already been done. Maladran rose to his
feet, his eyes full of anger.


"I see you have forgotten the lessons of my
previous visits and your arrogance has gone too far to be dealt with by a mere
warning. Tomorrow you will return with me to Tarmin and answer to your king for
your treasonous words. Any attempt to resist will result in the total
destruction of your house and line."


His words were wasted as the High Lord slumped onto
the table into a drunken stupor. Tarraquin clutched her father's limp body, terrified
at the implications of Maladran's announcement. "Please, Lord Maladran,
please forgive him! He didn't mean what he said. A man becomes bitter when he loses
his only son and too much wine makes him say things he doesn’t mean. He will
apologise for everything he has said tonight when he wakes in the morning and I
will make sure he attends court when he is summoned."


Maladran knew the bitterness of losing someone too and
what it could do to you but such an insult couldn’t be allowed to go
unpunished. He looked unforgivingly at the girl. There was not much to be gained
from letting Sarrat destroy the High Lord but if he could give the king
something to keep him occupied it might give him some respite from Sarrat’s
constant demands and interference. The girl was pretty enough to give Sarrat
some pleasure and young enough that he would enjoy taking her, and as she was
unlikely to be willing he would enjoy having her even more.


"You will accompany your father as well and
attend to the king’s wishes.”


Tarraquin held her father tightly and watched the
magician leave the room. If she had any doubts before about what she planned to
do, her course of action was now clear.


*


Maladran awoke with a start in the strange, dark room
and instantly knew something was seriously wrong. The pain in his head hammered
to the beat of his heart, his limbs felt like dead weights and when he tried to
move, waves of nausea threatened to plunge him into unconsciousness.
Instinctively he knew he had been poisoned, an unpleasant experience but
fortunately not one which would destroy him. However it was not his body's
violent reaction to the drug which had woken him to his peril, but his
magician's sensitivity to imminent danger. 


Contrary to popular belief, magicians died as easily
as any other man with their throat cut or a knife between their ribs. The thing
which made them appear to be immortal was their instinct for danger, which now
clamoured for attention in Maladran's drug-befuddled mind. He sensed movement
to one side and at the last moment saw the knife thrust aimed at his heart.
With as much will power as he could muster he forced his unresponsive body
across the bed but not far enough. The drug had not only blurred his thoughts
but had drained his strength and he was not quick enough to avoid the blade
slicing into his forearm and side and slashing through to the bed.            


Having missed their mark with the first attack, his assailant
pulled the knife from the bed and slashed out with it again, scoring down the
magician's back as he forced his drugged body to roll from the bed. Maladran
hit the floor with a crash, his head pounding to the racing of his heart and
the pain from his unresponsive limbs centring on the three deep gashes which
shed blood like burning acid.


He began to pull himself onto his hands and knees but
a booted foot crashed into his ribs and sent him sprawling back to the floor.
Desperately he tried to roll onto his side to protect himself but his body
would not respond and his attacker’s foot again made contact with his ribs. The
sound of bone cracking and the feeling of soft flesh tearing reverberated
through his body and were amplified by his drugged mind into a hideous scream
which tore from his throat, giving some relief to the pounding in his head.


The shattering sound seemed to make his attacker
hesitate for a moment and a third kick never landed. Instead he saw the deep
shadow of his assailant, all that could be seen in the darkened room, drop to
his side. A small hand gripped the back of his hair and yanked his head back to
expose his throat. Their eyes met for an instant and Maladran grasped at the
only way that was left to defend himself. He fought to create a void in his
mind powered by the glowing gems in the torc around his throat.


His black orbs looked into Tarraquin's eyes, holding
her mesmerised whilst he brought his power into focus. He pushed it outwards
into her mind full of jumbled, uncontrolled images. Images of Dennin, looking
smug and spiteful, assailed her, his cruel hands pinching her when no one was
looking and the hurtful words, which were all he ever seemed to have for her,
making her cry. She had sought revenge for so long that the truth about her
brother had become buried beneath the person she wanted him to be. The truth,
now she had it forced upon her, hurt like a knife cut and for a moment her
resolve wavered, but it was only for a moment as she fought to get control of
her own thoughts.


"He may not have been much of a person but he was
my brother," she hissed. Her grip on Maladran tightened but still she
didn’t deliver the death stroke.


In response Maladran's thoughts, echoed through her
mind. "He wasn't even that, he was the High Lord's son but never your
brother."


A new image formed in her mind and she recognised it
as Leersland's throne room but littered with bodies and stained in blood. A
younger Sarrat stood over King Malute’s dead body, a blooded sword in one hand
and a crown in the other. She wanted to see more, to understand what had
happened and why Maladran was showing her these images but she could feel the
strength returning to the magician and his grasp on her mind growing stronger.
Tarraquin shook her head to dispel the image and as Maladran’s grip was
momentarily lessened other images flooded into her mind; memories of that
night's events and the truth about the death of her real father.


"You killed my father.” she spat,  “Sarrat held the sword but you held him in
thrall while Sarrat cut him down.”


With a cry of anguish she drove the blade towards his
throat but the edge was deflected by the torc and sliced up the side of his
chin and across his ear instead. Maladran was regaining the use of his limbs now
but in his weakened state he knew he fought a battle he would lose against an
opponent strengthened by hate. Tarraquin pulled the knife back but the moment’s
reprieve had given him long enough to recreate the void in his mind. Now his
power gathered to strike back at his attacker. Sensing his intent Tarraquin
plunged the knife towards Maladran's heart but without releasing her hold on
him she didn’t have the reach to make a lethal strike. The blade fell short of
his heart impaling his shoulder instead and pinning him to the floor.


The sudden flash of pain shattered the void in his
mind at the same instant that he gathered his power ready to strike back. Pure,
undirected energy exploded from him in a blast of arcane power which swept
everything before it. Bed covers, rugs, ornaments and even heavy furnishings
were slammed against the walls, scarring decorative plaster and scouring out
mortar between the stones. Tarraquin, who was closest to the centre of the
explosive release, was flung against the wall like a rag doll, to fall limp and
senseless on the floor. Maladran felt the pain of his lost control as if his
body were being torn apart cell by cell and a spiral of whirling vertigo
engulfed him and plunged him into a blackness which was darker than the unlit
room.


Jarrul had been waiting in a small alcove in the
corridor outside of Maladran's room. He felt the passage of the released power
as a blast of cold energy, which pushed him back into the wall and filled his
lungs with ice. He gasped for air as his breath burnt his throat and chest,
making him double over with the pain. On unsteady legs he staggered to the far
wall and propped himself against it, glad to breathe in the warmer night air. Before
he had completely recovered, his fear for Tarraquin’s life sent him staggering
to Maladran's door, where he frantically rattled the latch and pulled on the
handle. It was firmly locked as he guessed it would be.


For a candle length he had stood guard in the corridor
without the High Lord's permission, or knowledge, knowing that if he were
discovered then it would earn him a beating and cost him his position but what
he proposed to do now would surely cost him his life. Without waiting any
longer Jarrul stood back from the door, braced his shoulder and charged. The
door shook beneath the impact and the delicate fittings snapped. Using his boot
to complete the task he snapped the door open so it crashed back against the
wall.


He took in the chaos of broken furniture, shattered
ornaments and torn bedding before he saw the smears of blood on the floor where
the bed had once stood. Fearful of what he might find he followed the trail to
where Tarraquin lay in a heap by the wall and in three strides he knelt at her
side. With relief he found that the blood wasn’t hers. Urgently he picked her
up and draped her limp form across his shoulder, at the same time looking for
her victim, but wherever the magician was, he was no longer in the room.


Outside in the ornamental garden Maladran regained consciousness
and picked himself up from the grassy bank where his own internal defences had
deposited him after the explosion of power. All those who were masters of the
arcane knew the secret of instantaneous travel, but the energy required to
cover even small distances was enormous. Somehow his mind had used the instant
of explosion to propel himself from imminent danger.


Now he struggled to his feet, his legs shaking beneath
him and blood running unchecked from the three deep gashes and his sliced ear.
The knife still protruded from his shoulder so he pulled the weapon free and
dropped it at his feet. His head swam from the lingering effects of the drug
and loss of blood whilst his wounds stung like fire but they were nothing
compared to the anger which rose within him, a white hot anger which swamped
every other feeling.


"So you would dare stand against me, you witch!"
he screamed into the night.


He raised his arms level with his shoulders and
emptied his mind as he called on all his power to give him vengeance. The
blood-red rubies embedded in the engraved golden torc glowed brilliantly and
their power surged into him, expanding and burning until he could hold it no
longer. He opened his hands and his eyes.


"Those who stand against me must be destroyed!"


With a scream he opened his mind and hurled the power
from within him. Instantly the High Lord's magnificent mansion exploded into a
sheet of flame.


Tarraquin watched in horror from the far edge of the
garden as her home disintegrated in a ball of fire and with it a life which had
all been a lie. The ferocious heat, sufficient to melt stone and turn
everything else to ash, beat against her face, drying her tears as they fell.
Jarrul turned her around so that her tears could fall unhindered against his
chest and she was protected from the sight of the burning building. When her
sobs had quietened he gently but insistently led her away from the scene of
destruction and into the nearby forest.


~   
~    ~    ~   
~
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    King
Borman pulled his horse to a halt at the top of the rise and eased himself in
the saddle, tired after eight days of travelling with very little respite and
seven nights spent in uncomfortable, flea infested inns and way-houses that had
seen better days. He was a fit man with broad shoulders and muscular arms and
legs from his daily practice with sword and lance but he was also used to the
comfort of his palace. It had been a long time since he’d spent days in the
saddle and slept in hard beds. He missed the good food that his personal cook
prepared for him and the fine wines from his own well stocked cellar. After a
week of eating the poorly cooked food that seemed to be the lot of those who
travelled across the southern parts of Tarbis he was thoroughly sick of
travelling.


Behind him Guardcaptain Rastor came to a noisy halt,
the constant rattle of assorted weapons against his mail surcoat silent for
once. Close behind him four of the honour guard gratefully stopped and the ten
war horses they led, all of them stallions, milled around in bad tempered
disorder. Lord Rothers, King Borman’s cousin, brought up the rear. At first he’d
been honoured to be included in the king’s party on their visit to Vinmore.
He’d even felt pleased when he was told he would travel to Tarbis with his
cousin but now he was feeling abused and put upon, relegated as he was to the
position of personal servant. 


His fine, multi-coloured clothes were covered in dust
and his carefully manicured hands were rough with having to wait on the king.
He muttered under his breath, complaining to himself about the inconvenience of
riding for days without the benefit of a coach and baggage train. The two pack
horses he led were totally inadequate and nearly all of his own belongings had
been abandoned so that one of the pack horses could carry the king’s personal
belongings.  On the other horse, where
his baggage had once been, was a large assortment of weapons wrapped in leather
bundles which would be enough to equip the king’s honour guard ten times over.
It just wasn’t fair.


Borman wiped the sweat from his face with the back of
his hand and studied the land in front of him. Burnt ochre stone and red sand
stretched as far into the distance as he could see. The land appeared to be as
flat as a table top but shimmered slightly in the late morning heat. With the
borders of Tarbis a morning’s ride behind them and the Blue River winding its
way westwards towards the Great Southern Ocean the kingdom of Sandstrone was
dry and barren all the way to the distant sea.


He rose slightly in the saddle, searching for some
signs of life or habitation but the only life which existed in the desert
kingdom depended on the natural wells scattered across the land. As far as he
could make out there were none visible for a day’s ride all around. It was
obvious though that people did live in Sandstrone as a single path had been
cleared of loose stones and boulders to act as a crude roadway and in the
distance a small dust cloud was heading towards them. He waved Rastor forward
to join him, ignoring the irritating clatter of his weapons.


“What a godless forsaken hole this is,” commented
Rastor, leaning forward in his saddle and resting his hands on the raised
pommel.


“And that’s where you are wrong Guardcaptain. This is a
god’s own land and the people are doubly blessed by their devotion to the one
true faith. Or at least that’s what their king, or should I say their Rale,
believes.”


“Then he must have sand for brains. This place is a
bloody wasteland.”


Borman scowled in irritation. “Don’t let him or his
people hear you say that. In fact when you are with them don’t say anything at
all, just bow like you mean it and for hellden’s sake keep your hands off their
women, unless you want to be castrated, and that goes for your men as well.”


Rastor sighed and watched the dust cloud draw closer.
“Are you sure, My Lord, that this journey is absolutely necessary? These people
are nothing but savages and they cannot be trusted.”


“Oh they can be trusted all right. These people live
to fight, it is the way they prove their manhood, so all we need to do is to
provide them with the means, and point them in the right direction.” 


Rastor turned to the king and frowned and Borman sighed
in exasperation. Rastor was a good commander and an outstanding swordsman but
had the political acumen of a pond hopper. If he ever found someone who was
good with both his sword and his brains, Rastor would have to disappear.


“I need to keep Sarrat occupied and his thoughts of
expansion into the kingdoms of the west turned in another direction. Unfortunately
I have heard that my ally in Leersland, who was fermenting a nice little plot
against Sarrat which would have kept him busy for the next year or so, spoke
out of turn and got himself killed by Sarrat’s magician. So now I need to
create another diversion to keep him occupied.”


“The High Lord Coledran was your ally?”


“Yes the High Lord was but now he’s dead and I need a
new ally. Now go and make sure that no one draws a sword, utters a blaspheme or
so much as waggles his eyebrows at a woman or we might find ourselves having to
fight our way out of here. Oh, and tell Rothers to set up a welcome for our
visitor. Tell him it has to be something special that will impress him.”


Rastor nodded and dropped back to pass on the command
to Rothers and his men whilst Borman watched the dust cloud getting closer. He ignored
the sounds of activity behind him until Lord Rothers crept up beside him
whispering complaints, wringing his hands and bowing low.


“Cousin, I have everything prepared as best as I can with
what little I have but it’s woefully inadequate and not at all what it should
be and I don’t know if it will impress anyone but if only I had more time and
some drapes and …”


“Enough!” Borman looked his dusty and dishevelled
cousin up and down and sighed. “I’m sure you’ve done very well. Now, the man
who’s coming to meet with me is the king of this land and I need you to be my
noble courtier who’s honoured to wait on your king.  This is a very important guest so you and I
are going to deck ourselves out in the finest clothes we have with us and then
treat him in the courtliest manner we can until I have what I want and he heads
back to his hole in the sand.”


He took Rothers by the shoulders, turned him around
and pushed him firmly in the direction of the small canopy which had been
erected to provide shade for him and his guest from the noonday sun. By the
time Rastor and three of the guards had intercepted the group of horsemen at
the top of the rise they were ready for them. Borman, dressed in clean leathers
and a soft cream shirt, was lounging in the shade on a pile of richly
embroidered cushions with a goblet of wine in his hand. Behind him Rothers
stood sweating in the noonday sun dressed in a long robe with spiral patterns
around the cuffs and hem, and with a tray of goblets waiting to be filled from
the wine cask on the low table beside him.


Rastor dismissed the guard who had been sent to invite
the Rale to the meeting and led the four horsemen to where Borman waited. Two
were clearly guards of some sort with long curved swords and thick leather
armour only partly hidden by flowing robes. The other two were also armed but
with much finer blades and armour and with robes so fine that they shimmered in
the sunlight like the scales of a rainbow fish. Both had dark skin and dark
eyes and the elder of the two had a neatly trimmed beard and wore jewelled
studs in his ears. The younger was a boy in his early teens who stared around
him with open disdain at what he saw.


“Your Majesty,” began Rastor, “This is Prince Kremin,
the eldest son of the Rale and his younger brother Prince Isallin.”


Prince Kremin gave a perfunctory nod and Rastor
bristled with indignation, his hand dropping to the hilt of his sword. Kremin
ignored the implied threat. “Greetings king from the northern lands. My
illustrious father, Tallison the Magnificent, the Rale of Sandstrone, bids you
welcome to his kingdom and requests that you join with me in prayer to the
almighty Talis, the one true god, may his name be praised.”


“Your Highnesses are welcome to my travelling palace. You
will excuse me if I miss out on the prayers but Federa is a jealous goddess and
would be offended if I bowed the knee to another. Please be seated in the shade
of my pavilion and my cousin will pour you some wine.”


Borman gestured to the other cushions beneath the
canopy and both princes sat whilst their guards took up position behind them
opposite the king’s guards. Lord Rothers stepped forward with the wine but was
waved away by Prince Kremin. “We are not permitted by our god, may he be
praised, to touch the food and drink of unbelievers.”


The king raised an eyebrow. “As you wish, Your
Highness. I had hoped that your father would have been able to respond in
person to my invitation to meet rather than send a delegation. I have brought
him gifts of horses and weapons and a proposition which he would find
beneficial.”


“The illustrious Tallison does not care to leave the
temple of Talis, may his name be praised, to consort with unbelievers. However you
may give the gifts to me and I will pass your words on to my father.”


Borman did his best to hide his irritation but it was
difficult. “Rastor, bring the gifts so that his Highness can see them. Your
Highness, I am sure that the gifts that I have for your father would reach him and
you would relay my words exactly as they were spoken but as you can see the
quality of the gifts are such that I couldn’t release them to anyone but the
Rale himself.”


Prince Kremin turned at the sound of horses
approaching and watched in open admiration as the ten stallions were paraded in
front of him. When they were taken away again Rastor unrolled the bundles of
weapons and handed the prince one of the fine swords by its blade. Kremin stood
and tried it for balance and then passed it to his younger brother who tested
its edge with his thumb before handing it back to Rastor. The princes nodded to
each other in a silent exchange.


“Whilst Tallison the Magnificent does not care to
leave the temple and soil his feet on the ground where unbelievers have stood, I
believe that my father would be pleased to accept your gifts in person. If you will
accompany me you may have the honour of joining him in prayer to the mighty Talis,
may his name be praised, at the holy temple. Your men must stay here though and
you must leave behind all ungodly thoughts and belongings before you step onto
our holy ground. That includes any of your weapons which are not to be given as
gifts to my illustrious father.”


Rastor went to protest but Borman put a restraining
hand on his arm. “Prince Kremin, I accept your illustrious father’s welcome
with humility and gratitude and will ensure that nothing will defile the purity
of your holy land. However, it would be unseemly for a ruler of the six
kingdoms to visit another unaccompanied and I would not wish to insult the Rale
of Sandstrone. May I suggest that I am accompanied by my Guardcaptain and my
cousin, both unarmed of course? ” Prince Kremin nodded in agreement. “There is
one other matter; I will need some guarantee of our safe return.”


“You do not trust our father?” asked Isallin angrily.
Prince Kremin glared at him and the boy turned away and sulked.


“Without wishing to insult you or your family, young
Prince it is difficult to trust a man who kills his own brother in order to
take a throne.”


Isallin turned back and started to draw his sword but
was stopped by his elder brother who held up a placating hand to his guards who
had also reached for their swords. “What you have just said is insulting and
dishonourable but they are not unexpected words from a heathen and an unbeliever.
If it is your wish to have a hostage Prince Isallin will stay here until you return.”
The young prince glared at him in shock and then clamped his mouth firmly
closed. “Come, we must leave, the temple is a quarter day’s ride away and it’s
best that we get there before dark.”


“I bet it is,” muttered Rastor following closely
behind his king.


*


King Borman hadn’t been to Tilital before and his
anticipation to see the fabled ‘Diamond City’ was as keen as the moments before
he took a reluctant woman.  He remembered
his father telling him about the smooth, pure white walls with their sixteen
magnificent towers topped with golden domes which dominated the countryside.
Then there was the black gate, higher than two men, as thick as a sword’s
length and bound in solid silver, which had been a gift from his father. The
sight which stood before him had little resemblance to his father’s
description. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Kremin’s assurances that this was
the city of legend he would have thought he was in the wrong place entirely. 


For a start the walls were no longer white but a dirty
grey, pock marked and crumbling. In places metal stakes had been driven into
the stone and rust coloured streaks, the colour of dried blood seeped beneath
them. Only two of the towers remained above the height of the wall, their gold
covered domes long since gone leaving the remains of beams exposed like old
bones. What was left of the other towers lay in piles of rubble at the foot of
the walls in amongst the piles of stinking refuse which had been left there to
rot. The black gates with their silver binding had gone and through the open
gap where they had once been he could see a crumbling and deserted city with
desert creeper entwined between broken windows and missing doors.


He turned away in disappointment and studied the new
city which had taken its place; a city of tents and shacks of every shape and
size, colour and construction. He had just left one, a two-roomed affair made
of unadorned animal hide which smelt as if the rotting animal had only just
parted with its skin. Compared to others around it the tent had been a
veritable palace. Inside it was furnished with three poorly stuffed mattresses,
a wooden bench and a table which rocked unsteadily when Rastor had dropped
their saddle bags onto it.


The tents around him looked too small to hold even a
single mattress and chair and the shacks were no better. They resembled small
boxes propped up against each other and looking as if they were all about to
collapse. People wandered between the tents, pushing against each other with
scowls and muttered curses and kicking out at mangy dogs which scavenged for
food. Smoking fires burnt outside some of the tents and on one there was what
appeared to be the remains of a faded, green wooden door.


Their arrival had been greeted by silence from the
people who lived in the city of tents and shacks as they watched the riders
pass with looks of what could have been anger or envy or even fear. Whatever it
was Rastor had ridden close to the king to give him as much protection as he
could and Lord Rothers had cringed away from anyone who might touch him. The
only noise had been the whistles of appreciation as the stallions were led away
by a group of men in leather armour. They even had to wait outside the tent
allocated to them until a man and his two wives were evicted.


Now Borman stood waiting whilst Prince Kremin
approached ready to escort them to the temple of Talis. There had been no wash
water in their tent and their request that some be fetched was met with cynical
laughter. Rothers had helped him to brush the red sand off his skin and out of
his hair, but sand grains still stuck to him and scratched him whenever he
moved. He’d dressed in the fine dark robes with the royal crest embroidered in
gold thread and a stiff collar studded with pearls which he wore on formal
occasions.


In Northshield the heavy wool protected him from the
cold, but here the collar chaffed and sweat ran down his body. He almost envied
Rothers who stood behind him fussing with the hang of his own cotton robe, a
light blue affair with yellow embroidery and tassels. Beside him Rastor wore a
clean but crumpled shirt under his everyday leathers, fingering the empty space
at his belt where his sword should have hung.


“Why in hellden’s name would anyone want to live in
this squalor and leave a perfectly good city to go to ruin?” muttered Rastor to
himself.


“It’s because they are savages,” whispered Rothers.
“Just look at the way they are dressed, even Prince Kremin looks like a
barbarian.”


“Quiet!” hissed Borman angrily. “Unless you want your
tongues cut out.” He bowed briefly to the Prince and gave an ingratiating
smile. “Prince Kremin, we would like to thank you for your kind hospitality and
the chance to change and refresh ourselves before meeting with your father.”


Prince Kremin returned the bow, gave Rothers a contemptuous
look and ignoring Rastor completely as if he wasn’t worthy of his attention.
“My illustrious father is awaiting you in the temple of the mighty Talis, may
his name be praised.”


He led the way across the camp without saying another
word and they followed, avoiding the piles of rubbish which littered the narrow
and winding walkways between the tents. Four heavily armed guards fell in behind
them and Rastor sized them up ready to defend the king if he had to. He wasn’t
certain if the guards were there to ensure their good behaviour or to protect
them from the hostile crowds which milled about. As the tents began to thin out
a different encampment came into view on the far side of a heavily guarded
clearing. Rastor couldn’t help but be impressed and whistled under his breath
at the size of the encampment which was laid out in military style.


Six well ordered rows of square tents with pointed
roofs ran down one side of the open area with their door flaps tied back and
benches drawn up outside. A long picket line of sleek horses, including their
own mounts and the ten stallions ran along the other side. Men in light robes
hurried around them grooming coats and tending to the horses’s needs. All
around the camp small groups of men in leather armour practiced with the new
weapons they had brought as a gift for the Rale and in one corner a single fire
burnt with the carcass of some animal cooking on a spit above it. The smell of
roasting meat reminded Rastor of how hungry he was.


At the far end of the square, in the shade of giant
fan trees, was a magnificent construction of elaborately decorated hides held
up by gold capped poles and topped with banners painted with entwined sand
crawlers, the symbol of Talis. They fluttered weakly in the humid air so that the
sand crawlers seemed to writhe around each other. The pavilion was huge, making
the line of warriors in ceremonial armour who guarded the entrance look like
toys.


As they approached the entrance two girls with oiled
skin and gold bangles opened the door flaps and beckoned the prince and his
guests inside. They dropped the door covers behind them shutting out the heavy
air and early evening insects. Inside the air was cool and the pavilion was brightly
lit by lanterns hanging from decorative beams. The girls fetched bowls of scented
water and soft towels for the guests and then returned to the side of their
master with smiles and giggles.


Tallison the Magnificent patted one of the girls affectionately
on her bare behind before stepping forward to greet his guests. “Welcome to the
Temple of Talis, the one true god, may his name be praised.”


Borman bowed briefly to the man in front of him whilst
Rastor and Lord Rothers both bowed deeply and stepped back as they had been
instructed. Trying to keep himself from staring at the naked girls, Rastor carefully
surveyed the interior of the pavilion which appeared to be separated into
different areas by fine, hanging drapes. The area they were in was scattered
with small tables and piles of cushions and seemed safe enough. He looked for
possible threats to his king but there were no guards present and the only
weapon he could see was the curved sword carried by the Prince. There might not
have been any immediate threat but he felt as naked as the girls without his
sword at his side. 


Beside him a red and sweating Lord Rothers stared
fixedly at the floor and shook slightly. He didn’t know what he was doing here
or why Borman had brought him along but he really wished he was safely back
home in his own salon. When Prince Kremin touched him lightly on the arm to
indicate that they should retire to one of the tables at the edge of the room
he jumped and gave a squeak of surprise, receiving a glare of contempt from the
Guardcaptain in return. He took a deep breath and following meekly behind Rastor,
who couldn’t resist the temptation to give the two girls a last, fascinated
glance.


King Borman scowled at his Guardcaptain and then
returned his attention back to his host. “Your Holiness, please accept my
thanks for receiving me and for your hospitality, it’s been a long and tiring
journey from Northshield to your kingdom.”


“Not many people travel to the land of the one true
god, may his word live forever, especially heathens such as you. Please sit and
take refreshment and tell me what has brought an unbeliever to my temple.”


The Rale led Borman to a low table, just a hand span
high, which stood in the centre of the pavilion surrounded by thick cushions in
a variety of colours. Four lamps made of gold and studded with rubies and
sapphires hung over the table suspended on silver chains, as thick as a finger,
which were attached to the roof supports. On the table a statue of two sand
crawlers, one gold and one silver entwined around each other glistened in the
lamp light. Tallison dropped to his knees and bowed low to the table, his
forehead touching the edge and began to chant some incomprehensible words under
his breath. Borman remained standing suspecting that this was some religious
ritual which would require him to show respect and tried not to look bored as
he took the opportunity to look around him. 


If the tented city had looked dirty and disorganised
and the people half starved, it was not reflected in the abode of their leader,
which, even if it wasn’t to his taste, was the height of opulence. He thought
that the drapes, made of a light, shimmering material would look good at the
palace windows but the cushions with their rich embroidery which were scattered
across the floor were a stupid idea designed to trip him up every time he
walked to the door. On the other hand the dark carpet, so thick it felt like
the lush grass of early summer would go well in his sleeping room and he could
imagine himself lying on it with a naked woman tending to his needs. Perhaps
that was why the Rale had all these young girls with oiled skin and boys in
brief loincloths around him.


He turned his attention away from the distraction of
their lithe bodies and studied the low tables which were scattered around the
room. Like the cushions they too seemed to serve no practical purpose except to
display the gem-studded goblets or sculptures in gold or silver of couples in
erotic positions which stood on them. With annoyance Borman realised that there
was more wealth in this one room than in his entire palace and here he was
bringing gifts to this desert nomad. He turned away trying to conceal his jealousy
and stopped abruptly as his eyes settled on a cage in one corner, suspended
from the ceiling, the remains of  a
desiccated body inside, complete except for its hands. He wondered if that was
where the foul smell was coming from.


“Coberin, blasphemer and heretic. Talis’s holy
warriors, may his name be praised, took him.  I made Coberin’s death last many days.”


Tallison took Borman by the elbow and guided him to
another table where food had been laid out and eased him onto a pile of
cushions. He sat opposite him with the two girls at his side, absently stroking
the back of the nearest one. Borman looked at the food and then back at the cage
with its rotting corpse and felt slightly sick.


“Come, eat.” Tallison pushed a bowl of something round
floating in a red sauce in Borman’s direction.


Borman helped himself, dipping flatbread into the red
sauce and then wincing as it burnt his mouth whilst he studied the man on the
far side of the table. Tallison was small both in height and build with long
thin hands and thin fingers ending in sharply pointed nails. His head was completely
bald apart from two locks of black hair which grew from the crown of his head
and were twisted together with gold wrappings which looked like the scales of a
sand crawler. The bleached scull of a sand crawler, complete with fangs, was
fixed to the end of the locks so that they rattled when he moved. Around the
two locks his scalp was tattooed with black sand crawlers which moved as his jaws
chewed the tough flatbread.


Tallison’s face looked pale against the black hair and
black tattoos and his lips were thin and colourless but his dark eyes were piercing,
making Borman squirm inside. He remembered Tallison’s brother, King Duro, when
he had visited Northshield. The King had been a large man with a big appetite
and a bigger girth who had laughed a lot. He was travelling the six kingdoms
with his white magician and his protector making trade agreements for his
wealthy desert kingdom. Borman had been just a boy when Duro had visited his
father but he had liked the fat king and his quiet magician. He looked back at
the cage and was glad that he hadn’t brought Callabris with him.


“What is it you want with me unbeliever?” said
Tallison breaking through his thoughts. “Could it be that you’ve seen the light
of salvation and have come to worship Talis, the one true god, may his name be
praised, or is it that you need something which only I can provide. Is that why
you have come here bringing gifts?”


“I regret that Talis is yet to show me the way to
salvation, Your Holiness. Instead I’ve come as a friend to warn you of a danger
which threatens us both and to offer you my help in removing this threat to
your holy land. The gifts I’ve brought are a sign of my good intentions towards
you and your people.”


“And what is this threat that makes you fear so much
for my people?”


“We have an enemy who sits on our borders and trains
an army bigger than any other in the six kingdoms. One day soon he will decide
that Leersland is no longer big enough for him and he will turn greedy eyes in
our direction. He might come north for my timber but it is much more likely
that he will come south for your gold and gemstones.


“You have a greedy man, a heretic and a blasphemer who
sits on your border and flaunts his black magician in your face making a
mockery of Talis and all you believe in. Neither of us are strong enough to
remove Sarrat and the evil magic which corrupts our lands alone but working
together we could curtail his ambitions. Once Sarrat and his black robe are
destroyed you could spread the word of Talis, the one true god, may his name be
praised, into new lands and bring many new people to worship him.”


Tallison gave a snort of derision loud enough to
attract the attention of the others seated nearby. “And are you a true believer,
King Borman, that you would care about the glory of Talis, may his name last
forever. I think not. You are no better than my brother was, wanting to raise
stone walls around him, giving away our wealth for his own pleasures and
keeping a pet magician but Talis destroyed him for his blasphemy.”


“The way I heard it, it was you who cut him down,” put
in Rastor. Borman glared at him for his interruption.


“My brother blasphemed, so Talis, the one true god,
may his name be praised, guided my hand and destroyed the heretic and his
magician. Talis, may he rule forever, still guides my hand so that I may
destroy all those who corrupt the kingdoms by their use of magic, such as you
do, King Borman.”


Rastor moved his hand to where his sword should have
been and began to rise at another of Tallison’s implied threats but Borman
waved him down. “It’s true, I do keep a magician but only to counter the threat
of Maladran’s evil. If Sarrat and Maladran were dead then together we could rid
the six kingdoms of all magic.”


“You would give your magician to me?”


Borman glanced at the cage. “The day Sarrat and
Maladran die Callabris and his protector will be delivered into your hands for
you to deal with as you wish.”


Tallison gave an evil grin showing brown pointed
teeth. “And what about the lands and wealth of Leersland?”


“We’ll share Leersland between us. You will have the
rich pasture land south of Tarmin with the finest horse herds in the six
kingdoms and unrestricted access to the Blue River. I will have Tarmin and the
farms and mountains of the north and Talis will have the worship of all the
people.”


“That would please the one true god, may his word live
forever. However such a move would mean that his blessed warriors would have to
walk on the same ground that has been defiled by the footsteps of those that
use the evil of magic to their own ends. Talis, may his name be praised, will
not permit this.”


“I understand your concern for the eternal souls of
your brave warriors and would not wish for them to be corrupted by magic’s evil.
Therefore I will supply you with enough horses so that your warrior’s feet do
not have to touch the ground where magic has been practiced. I will also supply
you with enough swords to overcome the power of any amount of spells. Just ask Prince
Kremin. He will avow to the quality of the ten war horses and the iron weapons I
have brought as gifts to arm your men and they are only a sample to show you my
true intentions.


Prince Kremin stood and joined his father. “The
stallions are very fine and the weapons are strong and true, but they are
insufficient to protect all our warriors from the evil of Sarrat’s ungodly
land.”


“They are just the first of many gifts. When I return
to Northshield I will send all the horses and weapons you will ever need to
make Leersland your own.”


“That may be difficult,” interrupted Kremin. “I
understand that the King of Tarbis is reluctant for such things to pass across
his lands in case they are turned against him and his people.”


Borman gave a small smile of triumph. “You have not
heard then? King Hormand has met with an unfortunate accident and whilst Prince
Newn is certainly a difficult young man his regent is more reasonable. What’s
more he is a relative of mine. I don’t think it will be difficult to find a way
to get him to co-operate.”


“If you were to give the horses and weapons we brought
to your warriors straight away they could start crossing into Leersland and
raid the horse herds,” interjected Rastor who had joined his king. “You could
have large numbers of your warriors mounted and across the border before Sarrat
knew what was happening.”


“And there’s more than just horses to be taken from
Leersland,” continued Borman. “It’s a rich kingdom that keeps unwanted children
as slaves. Such children would make fine gifts for your warriors’ wives.”


“Or even for the beds of your warriors,” said Rastor
with a knowing look at the Prince.


Kremin leaned forward eagerly, “I think Talis, may his
name be praised, would be pleased if some of our young warriors were bloodied
in battle and that the blasphemers were taught to fear his name.”


Tallison looked at his son and gave a sly grin. “Very
well, we’ll take your horses and weapons and we’ll cross the border into
Leersland, but don’t forget, when Sarrat and Maladran are dead Callabris is
mine.”


“I will deliver him to you personally, but until that
time I think it would be a good idea if Prince Isallin remained in my care to
seal our agreement; it will be a good opportunity for the boy to learn about
the other kingdoms.”


Tallison shrugged, “He’s just a younger son and of
little value but as a sign of my trust I will give you this one too.” He
clicked his fingers and a girl, somewhat older than the others who waited on
Tallison, came forward. She had long, dark hair which fell across her face and
a thin body covered in welts and bruises. Borman frowned, not sure why he was
being offered such a gift. “This one is barren and wastes my seed but she has
interesting bloodlines and one or two special gifts which should provide you
with some amusement. I have no further use for her so you may do as you wish
with the girl until you become bored with her. When you have done with her you
may send her back to me so I can pass her onto my guards for their amusement.
Now, if our agreement is to be sealed by you holding something of mine then it
is only fair that I should hold something of value which belongs to you.”


“That’s understandable.” agreed Borman and waved Rothers
towards him. “This is Lord Rothers; he’s my closest relative and heir to the
throne of Northshield. He will stay here as your hostage, it’ll be a good
opportunity for him to learn the word of Talis, may his name be praised.”


Rothers gasped and turned pleading eyes on his king
who had already turned away and was walking towards the door flap followed
closely by a grinning Rastor. He turned back and briefly bowed to Tallison. “We
will be on our way in the morning to make arrangements for the first shipment.”


“You have a long journey ahead of you; perhaps you
would like something to help you sleep?” Tallison pushed another of the young
girls forward. “She’s not a virgin but she’s still inexperienced enough to give
satisfaction, or perhaps you would prefer a boy?”


Borman looked at the girl and shook his head, “Thank
you for your offer, Your Holiness, but tonight I will sleep alone.” He bowed
briefly and pushed his way out of the tent taking a large gulp of fresh air the
moment the door flaps closed behind him. “We leave before the sun is up.”


“Do we take the girl with us?”


“I suppose we must; she might be worth something once
she’s cleaned up and if not you can have her.”


Rastor grinned at his king, “Did you see Rothers face
when you handed him over? I thought he was going to piss himself. I didn’t know
he was your heir though.”


“Don’t be so blasted stupid, do you really think I
would have that fop as my heir?”


“Oh, does that mean you aren’t really going to give
Callabris up to that fanatic?”


“What do you think?” laughed Borman.


Rastor grinned, “If the old bastard had said ‘may his
name be praised’ one more time I swear I would have gutted him with his own
dinner knife.”



 

~     ~   
~   ~   ~
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   Pellum
rolled over and stretched lazily feeling warm and contented and pleased with
life. The air in the peaceful stable was deliciously warm and the remains of
last season’s hay reasonably fragrant despite its age. Beneath the hayloft the
horses stood dozing whilst their tales flicked away the odd fly, making gentle
swishing sounds. Sunlight poured in through a high window and a myriad of
multi-coloured dust motes glinted as they floated in and out of the sun's rays.


He eased himself up onto one elbow and looked down the
length of his body. It was strong and muscular and perfectly tanned in those
places which were exposed to the sun every day. In contrast the rest was pale
and unblemished, free from the scars which most men of twenty summers gained
whilst practising at arms. For all that it was a hard body, honed by hunting
and riding and other strenuous but pleasurable activities which the younger
brother to the future King of Essenland could indulge in. It was the sort of
body no girl could resist and so far, none had, except for the one and for some
strange reason he couldn’t get that girl out of his mind.


Slender fingers touched the back of his neck and
traced a delicate line down his spine, making him shudder with anticipation.
The girl giggled and moved closer, her breasts pushing against his back and the
soft fluff of her protective hair rubbing against the base of his spine. Her
tongue tickled his shoulder as she nibbled her way upwards towards his ear,
which she bit with just enough force to make him gasp and lay back again. Now
her lips began to caress his body, following where her hands had already
explored and her hard nipples had stroked. He gave another shudder of
anticipation as his manhood rose in response to her touch and rolled over to
pin her ample body beneath him. 


Serving girls were always willing to lay back for him
so why wasn't it the same with the High Lord of Leersland's daughter? Fully
aroused by the thought of the pleasures Tarraquin could give him he closed his
eyes, spread her legs and drove into the serving girl, deaf to her cry of
surprise at his sudden urgency. Outside in the practice yard sword crashed
against sword to the rhythm of a drum and Pellum thrust forward to the same
rhythm, heedless that his other weapon was required to be used elsewhere.


"Prince Pellum, Prince Pellum! If yer up there,
me lord, please come down, Commander Stanis’s goin’ crazy and says 'e'll cut
yer yard off if 'e catches yer usin' it where it sould’na be in 'is practice
time."


Pellum thrust forward quicker and quicker, his body
streaked with sweat and his breath coming in short rasping gasps. He thrust forward
again, held it for a half-hearted ejaculation and then rolled over to lie
panting on the horse blanket with his eyes closed. It was never the same the
second time, especially when he had his mind on other things.


"Is that you, Burk?" he shouted to the young
soldier without opening his eyes or making any effort to move.


"Yes, Me Lord."


"Then tell the poxed Commander to go and stick
his sword up his arse, I've better things to do than swing lumps of metal
around like some common slob just to please him."


"Yes, Me Lord, but......"


"Pellum!" screamed Stanis, pushing Burk to
one side, "Get your royal arse down here before I make the count to three
and if it aint dressed properly I'll have your balls."


Pellum leapt from the horse blanket, ignoring the
crying serving girl in his hurry to pull on his leggings and boots. By the time
Commander Stanis had counted to three Pellum was sliding down the loft ladder,
his sword belt buckled at his side but his shirt and tunic still draped over
his arm. He came to a halt in front of the Commander and stood almost to
attention but not quite. When it came to a reckoning he was, after all, the king's
son whilst the Commander was just a soldier who was good with a sword. Pellum
gave the older man an insolent grin, knowing that Stanis was powerless to take
any action against him except giving him a verbal lashing and that was
painless.


Commander Stanis was red with anger as he eyed the
arrogant prince up and down. "If you were a real soldier I would have you
on double guard duty for a month for missing sword practice. Instead I have to
put up with your lazy, lecherous ways, just because your father is the king.
You mark my words Pellum, one of these days you’re going to come up against
someone, or something, that doesn't care who your father is and then you’re
going to wish you’d learnt to use a sword like a man instead of laying every
slut in the castle. Now get yourself cleaned up and dressed, your father has
summoned you."


Pellum gave a brief bow and sauntered from the stable,
his arrogant smile still etched across his face.


"One of these days," muttered Stanis to
himself in frustration. "One of these days you're going to meet your match
and I hope I’m there to see it."


Pellum made his way across the practice yard whistling
the tune to the latest ditty the court minstrel had composed and used the
servant's stairs to reach his chambers, wanting to avoid any other messengers, or
worse still his father. He’d learnt as a small boy that his father would
forgive him anything and indulge him ruinously if he dressed and acted the part
of the dashing young prince. Consequently Pellum took the time to bathe and
dress carefully before stopping to admire himself in the mirror and then making
his way down to the council chamber.


It had been far too many summers since the rotund King
Porteous had the physical appearance to play the part of a dashing prince
although once, over thirty summers ago, he’d ridden gallantly into a distant
castle and swept his wife-to-be off her feet. If she’d lived to see her child
grow into a man she would have been proud of her noble and handsome son.
Porteous smiled indulgently at the apple of his eye and waved a small parchment
in the air the moment his son entered the council chamber.


"It’s come, it’s come!" he shouted eagerly,
hurrying across the chamber to embrace Pellum. "I knew it would, all our
visits and gifts have paid off just as I said they would. Congratulations, my
boy, it's wonderful news." He embraced his son again and then pushed him
towards the table, laden with pitchers of cider and ale and a dozen different
kinds of pastry. "Now we must start making arrangements immediately so we
can be there in plenty of time, what say you my boy?"


"What can I say, father? To be honest I don't
know what in the goddess’s name you’re talking about."


Porteous stopped in mid bite, his teeth still stuck
into the venison pasty he held in one hand. He waved the parchment in the air
whilst he swallowed the deliciously warm and succulent snack. "This, my
boy, this!" Pellum looked at the rolled parchment with a blank expression.
"It's from my friend Steppen, he’s agreed to your betrothal to the
Princess Daun. Congratulations, my boy, you're to be married."


For a moment Pellum forgot himself and looked at his
father aghast. "You can't mean that, Daun’s only a child!"


"Of course I mean it. Steppen is my oldest friend;
it's a perfect match, my son and his daughter. Besides how else are you going
to find yourself a kingdom?"


"But she's only twelve," snapped Pellum.
"I can't marry a twelve year old."


"She's only twelve now but in four summer’s time
she will be sixteen and a woman and what a woman, she’s the most beautiful
creature in the six kingdoms and she’s going to be yours."


"She may be a beautiful woman but she has a
tongue like a viper and the temper of a wild cat."


"High spirits, my boy, just high spirits. What
she needs is a man to master her and calm her down."


"Then she can marry a sly tamer, because she is
not going to marry me."


Pellum threw himself into a chair, his mouth set in a
thin line and his arms folded across his chest. He didn’t want a she cat for
his wife; in fact he didn’t want any wife, unless of course it was the Lady
Tarraquin. Now there was a high-spirited woman he wouldn’t mind taming.


Porteous waddled across the room and glowered down at
his son. "Pellum, I’m adamant in this," announced the king sternly.
"You will be promised to the Princess Daun and when she is sixteen you
will marry her. It’s my command and you will obey."


Pellum remained unmoved, staring sulkily at his feet.
The king gave a great snort of frustration and anger, raising his voice in an
outraged bellow. "You will do this or I’ll have you locked in the dungeons
until you agree!" Still Pellum's expression remained the same. Porteous
sighed in exasperation and sat down next to his son as if the sigh had let all
the hot air out of him. "Look, boy, this is for your own good. Vinmore is
a very wealthy kingdom and when you marry you would be its king. Please son,
for your father's sake, do as I ask and marry the girl."


His father was right, of course. Vinmore was a very
wealthy kingdom with good grassland for racing horses and coursing hounds and
deep forests for hunting in and he would be its king so he could do as he
wanted; the idea was almost appealing. He looked at his father and smiled.


"For your sake, father, I will do as you ask.
Daun and I will be betrothed as soon as it can be arranged but no marriage
until she is sixteen."


*


"Well, Yer Majesty, it's like this. King
Steppen's been gettin' gifts from all those who fancy bein' next king of
Vinmore an' as yers weren't amongst them 'e must 'ave thought yer weren't
interested any more so 'e's just crossed yer off the list like. Then five days
gone 'e announced to us all that the princess was goin' to be betrothed to Prince
Pellum, the son of 'is old friend, an' there was goin' to be a big feast and
celebrations which we ‘ad to get ready for. So when I 'eard you aint been
invited I thought I'd better let yer know what's goin' on so I said I 'ad to
visit me sick pa an 'ere I am."


Tarris stood with his felt riding cap in his hands and
waited for King Sarrat's reaction. In the six summers he had spied for the king
of Northshield he’d made a tidy profit from the gifts he’d intercepted on the
way from King Sarrat to the princess. He’d been careful though to ensure that
nothing could be traced back to him and had only come to give Sarrat the news
of the betrothal himself so that he could head off any enquiries as to where
Sarrat’s gifts had disappeared to. This was the first time he’d been to his
master's court. It was different than he thought it would be, larger and more
forbidding and not in the least like the pleasant and comfortable palace of
King Steppen.


The palace in Alewinder was made up of numerous
private towers, connected by decorative courtyards and pretty gardens and each
tower was decorated to its inhabitant's individual taste. This castle, on the
other hand, was built around a massive central keep, stone cold and adorned
with weapons and battle flags. Those who served the monarch of Vinmore did so
with pride and affection whilst most of the inhabitants of Leersland's court
seemed to be grim-eyed soldiers or cowering courtiers.


Yet so far he’d found the atmosphere of Sarrat's court
much to his liking; it was alive and exciting instead of peaceful and dull. One
day, if he served his master well, he’d been promised a place of power and
influence amongst Sarrat's closest advisors. Not bad for a kingswards who’d
been abused and abandoned by his drunken father and had to fight for his
survival.


"How dare the bleating old fool ignore me!"
screamed Sarrat, rising from his throne and advancing on Tarris. "How
could the brainless idiot give Vinmore to a half-baked boy with his brains
between his legs when a strong man's hand is needed to bring order to that land
of indolent farmers and arrogant grape growers?"


Tarris stepped back from the rapidly advancing king
but was too late to prevent Sarrat's strong hand grabbing the front of his
jerkin and lifting him almost off his feet. He glared into the Stablemaster’s face.
"Does he think I am just going to sit here and let him insult me like that?"


Tarris would have replied but Sarrat's grip was slowly
cutting off his air supply so instead he struggled feebly to give a choking
cough. Sarrat glared into his eyes and then threw him full length onto the
floor. Tarris scrambled to his knees wringing his crumpled felt hat between his
shaking hands. 


"It aint my fault, Yer Majesty, or yours, its
'cause those presents didn't get through to ‘er an’ no one's put your case like
they should 'ave. It's 'cause of that you bin made to look a fool." Tarris
suddenly stopped, realising what he had said and cringed, waiting for Sarrat's
reaction.


"A fool am I," hissed Sarrat sibilantly.
"Is that what people think I am, an old fool who can't court a child, a
doddering old man who's lost his wits? Well I'll show them what I am, with
sword and flame as I should have done long ago if Maladran hadn't set me on
this damn stupid course." He screamed for his guards and pulled his sword
as if he was ready at that moment to do battle with the people of Vinmore.


"It seems ter me, Yer Majesty," said Tarris
from his cringing position on the floor, "It's that, there magician whose
made a fool of yer, an' perhaps 'e's done that for 'is own ends like. Now 'e's
got so powerful an' got rid of the 'igh Lord, perhaps 'e thinks 'e ought to be
king 'ere instead of you."


Sarrat glared down at the Stablemaster but for several
moments didn’t speak as he considered his man’s warning. Then he turned to the
waiting guard. “Bring Maladran here, now. And if he’s too slow use your sword
on him. You, Tarris, wait out of sight and watch what he does. If he’s playing
me false I’ll have his damned head.” 


The king retook his throne and waited, pounding his
fingers in an impatient tattoo against the throne's ornately carved arm until Maladran
entered the throne room from his doorway deep in the shadows. Only the dark
robe and cloak he always wore whispered against the touch of the stone floor to
announce his presence. He was unused to being summoned at sword point and went
to protest but immediately sensed Sarrat's mood and moved quickly into the
light to be recognised, bowing unusually low to his master.


Sarrat spoke with icy calm in a low voice filled with
menace. "It would seem your little plan has failed, Maladran and I’ve been
left looking like a fool. I don't like being made a fool of, magician,
especially by those who are bound to my service and I don't like it when those
who serve me put their own interests before mine. So what have you to say for
yourself, conjurer?"


Maladran looked up into Sarrat's angry face and tried
to fathom what had disturbed the volatile king who only yesterday had welcomed
him to the castle like a visiting monarch but apart from anger his face was
unreadable. "My Lord knows that I serve only him and my goddess."


"So why do my plans come to nothing? Why am I
still sitting here whilst Steppen gives his kingdom away to Essenland and
brigands steal the very gifts which you tell me to send?" Sarrat stood and
approached the edge of the dais so he could tower over the tall magician.
"Is it because the gifts were never actually sent and instead you line
your own pockets with my wealth?"


"I have no need of wealth, My Lord," replied
Maladran calmly. “You provide for all my needs as is only right.”


"Then you consort with these brigands and thieves
in order to usurp my power?" accused Sarrat.


"My Lord misjudges me; the only power I seek is
that of my calling so that I may do my lord's bidding. I have always offered
you the best counsel I can but I cannot be held responsible for the perverse
nature of those beyond my influence, whether they be kings or thieves."


Sarrat swung around and took his seat back on the
throne, drawing his long, fine dagger from its scabbard at his belt. "You
are meant to be a magician, Maladran, my chosen, the strongest and most
powerful in the six kingdoms and yet you cannot charm a mere slip of a girl
into claiming me as her betrothed or prevent the cursed brigands from robbing
me blind. What kind of useless magic is that?"


"It’s the magic of enchantment and spells, My Lord.
It is not there to control another's mind. It is precise and powerful and it
served you well in the days of your rise to power and since.


Sarrat leaned forward and savagely drove his dagger
into the arm of the throne sending splinters of dark wood tumbling to the floor.
"You forget yourself, Maladran. It needs but one word from me to denounce
you as my magician and strip you of your powers as you took them from Yarrin.
If I think you’ve broken your vow of loyalty to me I will claim a blood debt from
you as I would anyone else.


“Think on that, magician, a slow death at my hands,
tortured and broken until you scream for the release of Federa's embrace and
all it would take would be one word from me. If you have betrayed me that word
will be spoken and none of your powers will be able to prevent your lingering
death."


Maladran took a step up the dais to come level with
the seated king, his features pale with anger and his eyes full of pent up hatred
but Sarrat wouldn’t be intimidated.


"Hate me as much as you want, Maladran, but
remember you cannot hurt me without destroying yourself. Now you will do as I
command. I want Steppen to suffer for what he has done; I want him to know that
his actions have condemned his daughter to death. More than that I want the
spiteful bitch dead, straight away, before she can taste life or the full
flower of youth. I want her dead, crushed and destroyed. Do you understand,
Maladran?"


The magician nodded, too full of anger to reply.


"When you have done as you are commanded I want
that band of brigands who have stolen the gifts I sent swept from the land and
annihilated and then you will return to your tower and not leave again unless I
summon you. Now go!"


Maladran nodded curtly and stormed out of the Great
Hall using his power to slam the ornate doors behind him. Sarrat pulled the dagger
from the arm of the chair and began cleaning the dirt from beneath his nails,
ignoring the magician as he left the throne room. When Maladran’s footsteps had
faded Tarris stepped out from behind the pillar where he had been hiding, a sly
expression on his face.


"That was well done, Yer Majesty. Everyone got
what they deserved, except Maladran of course. 'Suppose you've got to be a bit
careful wiv magicians like, just in case they turns around an' does somethin'
to yer." Sarrat scowled at his spy. "Well yer gave all the uvers the
chop but all the magician got was a slapped 'and an' sent ter bed, not much of
a lesson ter keep 'im in line. Once ‘e’s done what ‘e’s been told ‘e will be up
to the same old tricks again yer mark me words.”


"So what would you do, my young advisor?"
smiled Sarrat.


"Well, if it were up to me, I'd take 'is
favourite toy an’ smash it an’ then send ‘im the bits. It’ll show ‘im what yer
can do, a kind of lesson if yer know what I mean."


Sarrat scowled and then burst into laughter, "I
assume his toy is still where I put him?"


"Oh yeh, he's still under me eye all right."


"Then you may kill Jonderill in an appropriate
manner but make sure my warning message is clear. Then return his body to
Maladran."


Tarris smiled in satisfaction. "It’ll be a real
pleasure, Me Lord."



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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Jonderill eased back behind
one of the massive stone pillars where his faded grey robe, which clearly
designated him as a magician, albeit an apprentice one, couldn’t be seen. If he
hadn’t been feeling so sensitive about the matter he might have laughed at the
inappropriate status which the robe gave him, but after three summers of
practice, study and more practice, the only magic he could perform was still
the intermittent creation of elemental fire. Why Animus and Plantagenet hadn’t
given up on him a long time ago and sent him back to the palace kitchens was a
mystery to him.


If the roles had been reversed he would have thrown
himself out after the first year. Instead they continued with his daily
lessons, always certain that one day he would find what they called 'the
pathway to his power'. Despite their persistence and encouraging words, and
what the white sorcerer had said to him at his apprentice day test, Jonderill
was far less optimistic.


At the far end of the massive throne room the choir
started up, their soprano voices silencing the hum of conversation as every
head turned towards the silver-bound doors, waiting with eager anticipation for
the royal procession to arrive. Jonderill ran his hand through his damp hair
and wished he could have it cut short like the squires or the guards.
Unfortunately Plantagenet was still insisting that magicians had to have their
hair long to give them dignity. As Animus had nodded his bald head vigorously
in agreement, Jonderill didn’t have the heart to argue.


It had been the cause of some joking and ribald
remarks when he first started sword practice with the cadets, but they soon
forgot about it under the Cadetmaster’s stern glare. He was grateful that his
friends accepted his long hair as easily as they did his foreigner's pale green
eyes. His grey robe was a different matter though and after two days of girly
jokes he now changed from his robe into shirt and breeches in an alleyway
between the magician’s tower and the practice yard before each training
session.


If it hadn’t been for the Cadetmaster making him
practice a double-handed guard that morning over and over again after everyone
else had gone until sweat ran down his face and his shirt stuck to his body he
would have had more time to get ready. Then his hair wouldn’t have been wet and
he would have had time to scrape the soft stubble from his chin. As it was he
had to douse himself under the fountain in the palace courtyard after such a
gruelling session to remove the sweat and dust and ease his aching muscles.
That gave him just enough time to get back to the tower, pull on his robe and
get into position in the throne room before the first knights of Vinmore took
their places of honour along the aisles. He wondered if the Cadetmaster had
delayed him on purpose. 


With a sigh of resignation he looked down at his feet
and realised with horror that he’d forgotten to change out of his house
slippers, a soft velvet of startling red. If his robe had grown to fit him as
it was supposed to do, they wouldn’t have shown but at sixteen he’d grown tall
whilst the robe had remained just as it was when it was given to him and was
now a good hand span too short for him. Fortunately he was not required to move
into the open, so with any luck he would be able to escape from the ceremony
without anyone noticing his lapse of memory or making embarrassing comments
about him being half dressed.


The sound of the procession drawing level with the
pillar he was hiding behind turned his attention away from the length of bare
ankle and calf which protruded from beneath his robe. King Steppen, as always
on state occasions, led the way but instead of having his two chancellors on
either side, Queen Althea held one arm and Princess Daun the other.


Jonderill forgot about his wet hair or short robe or
any other reason he was hiding behind the pillar and eased forward to get a
better view of the princess as eagerly as any other man in the vast hall. The
Princess Daun was stunning. Her golden hair, studded with diamonds, fell to her
waist in silken waves, framing a face of near perfection. Sea blue eyes, offset
by long lashes, sparkled alluringly and her lips seemed to invite every man there
to fall down before her. She was even more beautiful than he remembered and, at
that moment, he could have happily given his life for her.


Ignoring the rest of the procession which followed the
royal family down the long aisle to the dais with its triple thrones he
followed her with his eyes and suddenly wished he hadn’t refused his master's
offer to stand with them at the foot of the raised platform. Then he hadn’t wanted
to be seen, but now, the closer he could be to the woman of his dreams the
better. Perhaps if his master had forgotten something he could run and fetch it,
and when he returned, he could take up a position next to them. 


A day never went by without one of them forgetting to
wear or carry an important item. Animus was particularly bad; once he became
involved in one of his experiments he would even forget to dress if Jonderill
was not there to remind him. Jonderill gave them a quick appraisal. He’d seen
to the pressing of their best robes and had put everything out for them ready
to dress so it was unlikely that they would forget anything.


Plantagenet was as immaculate as usual, looking every
part the ancient and wise sage, even if the blank look in his eyes did mean he
had drifted off to contemplate other matters. Animus was different, shifting
excitedly from one foot to the other, eager to join in the betrothal ceremony.
Jonderill looked him over carefully and then spotted it, or at least the lack
of it. The place at his belt, where his wand should have hung, was empty.


How on earth could Animus forget his wand! It was the
most important part of a magician's attire and, at the end of the ceremony, he
would be required to use it. Surely he must have felt undressed without it. As
if he had read Jonderill's thoughts, Animus touched his hand to the place where
the wand should have been; startled with surprise and looked anxiously around
the crowd as if expecting to see it in someone’s hand.


That was Jonderill's cue. With whispered apologies to
those around him he pushed his way to the side of the throne room, easing
people aside and squeezing through gaps that were really too small for him to
get through. As he stood on yet another set of toes, receiving a hiss of disapproval,
he was glad to be wearing his house slippers instead of his boots after all.
Not that anyone would retaliate. He might only be an apprentice magician but
nobody would dare offend someone who might be able to turn them into a stink
toad. Jonderill slipped through a small doorway, getting a brief nod from the
man on guard. Once outside there were far fewer people about than normal and
within no time he had run to the magicians’ tower, retrieved the wand and his
boots, and once again stood outside the throne room, only this time at the door
closest to where his masters stood.


Barrin stood guard outside the throne room door
dressed in parade armour, holding his halberd perfectly straight and instantly
recognised Jonderill. Being the most promising swordsman to have recently
joined the guards, he too had the dubious privilege of being at the morning’s
long, tiring sword practice. He’d been Jonderill’s reluctant partner as they
repeated the double-handed manoeuvre over and over again. Barrin gave him a quick
grin of shared sympathy as he flexed aching shoulders and opened the door wide
enough for Jonderill to slide through.


The throne room looked considerably different from
this angle, much brighter as the rows of bunting shimmered in the sunlight and
peoples’ beaming faces reflected soft candlelight. He eased forward between two
tall veteran guards who instinctively went to draw swords on the unannounced
intruder but then smiled knowingly as Jonderill showed them the wand and
pointed to Animus. Everyone indulged Animus and his forgetfulness and most of
the guards had shared a joke on more than one occasion with Jonderill as he
retrieved his master's lost or misplaced belongings from the most unlikely of
places.


Jonderill eased forward, unsure if he should make his
presence known by handing Animus his wand or if he should keep well into the
shadows, ready to dash forward and hand it to him when it was needed. In the
end he decided on a compromise and moved far enough forward so that he was in
easy reach of Animus but still out of the limelight. More importantly it gave
him an uninterrupted view of the princess as she sat next to her father, less
than a dozen paces away.


He could have feasted his eyes on her beauty all day
if it hadn’t been for the loud fanfare from the far end of the hall. That made
two knights in full armour move forward to stand either side of the princess
blocking his view. With a little annoyance and much curiosity he turned to
watch the new procession enter, glad that he was tall enough to see over the
top of Animus's bald head.


Four pages in green and gold livery came first
carrying velvet cushions. At first glance the cushions appeared to be empty but
as the pages approached sunlight glittered from the priceless jewels resting on
top of them. Behind the pages came two men, arm in arm and as different in
appearance as it was possible to be. The elder of the two reminded Jonderill of
Animus, small, round and with a cheerful smile which at this moment beamed in
pure benevolence. If it were not for the richness of his clothes, the silky
white hair and the slightly tilted crown on his head he could well have been
mistaken for the magician. Jonderill had only seen him once before but guessed
who he was by the appearance of Prince Pellum at his side.


Without a doubt Pellum was amongst the most handsome
of young men in the kingdom and he knew it. He was of above average height with
a slender, athletic build and his light brown eyes matched his carefully cut
and waved hair. His easy smile and brief bows of acknowledgement gave the
prince an air of charm and chivalry which disguised his arrogance. Jonderill
hated him. He hated him for his gracious manners and sun-bronzed good looks. He
hated him for his fine clothes and bejewelled gifts. He hated him for the young
women who willingly gave themselves to him but, most of all, he hated him
because he was a prince and could have the one thing in life Jonderill wanted
most of all but could never have, the Princess Daun.


Jonderill glared at the approaching prince with his
entourage of loyal knights and wished he would trip up and impale himself on
his silver sword. More than ever before he wanted to be a magician so he could
turn the smirking prince into a bleating goat or a croaking toad or something
even worse. Then they would see who the princess would turn to. His jealous
thoughts flowed from him like a river and so strongly that they disturbed the
sensitive Plantagenet, interrupting his pleasant contemplations.


The tall magician turned abruptly to give his apprentice
a rare look of stern disapproval making Jonderill step back into the shadows
feeling guilty and contrite. He’d forgotten how sensitive those with the power
could be to his emotions. Plantagenet’s clear look of disapproval made him pull
back to where the two veteran guards stood so he could no longer see Daun or
Pellum or the betrothal ceremony.


He was the only one in the entire hall who did draw back
though, everyone else turned forward eagerly to witness the betrothal ceremony.
Even those suitors who had offered gifts in the hope of being chosen as the
princess’s future husband watched with interest, knowing their rejected offers
of marriage had nothing to do with unrequited love but more with the importance
of making a good strategic alliance.


Pellum bowed to King Steppen and his wife and then
turned all his attentions to the princess. He had to admit she was beautiful
and, as heir to the wealthiest of the six kingdoms, her allure was irresistible
but for all that, she was still only a child. Pellum kept his charming smile
glued to his face and wondered what her body would feel like when he took her
for the first time on their wedding night. He was already well experienced
whilst she would be a novice and a virgin too.


Perhaps he should get some more practice in over the
next few years just to make sure that the wedding night experience was the best
it could be for him. The thought animated his smile and he was glad that his
tunic was long enough to cover the growing bulge in his tight breeches. He
stood from his kneeling position and placed an emerald and diamond circlet on
the princess’s head. It was the first of the four traditional betrothal gifts
he had brought for her.


It seemed to Jonderill, standing miserably in the
shadows, that the betrothal ceremony dragged on for an eternity. From where he
stood he couldn’t see what was happening but somehow Pellum's voice came
through painfully loud and clear. With the circlet he promised to guard her
throne and with the pendant, her life. As he placed the golden girdle around
her waist he promised to honour and obey her and finally, with the betrothal
ring, he promised to love and be true. Jonderill could have cried at the
unfairness of it all; even if he became the most powerful magician in the six
kingdoms he could never have her now.


A loud fanfare echoed around the immense hall and the
crowd cheered until the ancient stone of its thick walls vibrated with their
celebration. Pellum offered the princess his hand and led her from where she
sat on the smallest of the three thrones to the front of the dais so all those
gathered could see the betrothed couple who would one day be their king and
queen. As the cheering ceased and the fanfare faded away musicians high up in
the gallery began to play gentle lilting music. Those who had been invited to
witness the betrothal left their seats in an orderly line and began to present
their gifts to the young couple. 


First came those from the less wealthy families or
masters of the smaller guilds from their position at the rear of the throne
room followed by those from the older families and the merchant guilds. Finally
those from the front rows came forward. They were from the noblest families,
the winemasters and the guildmasters from the silver and goldsmith’s guild and
ambassadors from other lands. Their gifts were too large to add to the array of
brightly wrapped offerings so, instead, they presented beribboned scrolls of
land deeds and valuable trading concessions.


Daun watched with growing excitement and a bright
smile of anticipation, she loved presents and couldn’t wait to get her hands on
the gifts so she could see what people had brought her. Pellum's gracious smile
never faltered although, once, he did have to stifle a yawn of boredom behind
his raised hand. King Steppen and his queen acknowledged every gift with a
smile of thanks whilst at Steppen's side King Porteous rubbed his hands with
glee and looked overjoyed at the size of the pile of gifts. Even the two
elderly magicians, who were to present their gifts last, smiled benignly. The
only person who looked miserable was Jonderill but his face was hidden from
view.


When all the other gifts had been presented and
everyone had returned to their seat Plantagenet stepped forward, his wand in
his hand and Animus at his side. The buzz of noise from those gathered ceased
and everyone leaned forward waiting to hear what wonderful gift the king's
ancient magicians had to offer the betrothed couple. Daun and Pellum looked
less excited but King Steppen waved for his magicians to begin. Plantagenet
raised his wand and brought his power to focus on the carved wand, yellowed by
time. He looked intently from Pellum to Daun and then concentrated on the
princess whilst in a clear voice, which belied his age, he began the enchantment.


To you daughter, of my heart,


my gift is to remain pure and chaste.


So whilst you two lovers must be
apart,


on others, your maidenhood, you will
not waste.



 

A sigh of approval whispered across the throne room
whilst Porteous, Steppen and Althea nodded approvingly. Pellum looked at his
bride-to-be with a smugly satisfied smile which was not returned. Only Animus
looked confused and tugged urgently at the sleeve of his friend’s robe; this
was definitely not the gift they had planned to give. Plantagenet was undeterred
though; he cleared his throat and waved his wand again turning his attention to
Pellum.


To you, the princess's husband to be,


from this day forth until you are
wed.


You may kiss and hold any woman you
see,


but not one will you take into your
bed.



 

   
The slight snigger and titter
of laughter which followed as a result of the magician’s gift was barely louder
than the previous whisper of approval but had a considerable impact on those
who occupied the royal dais. Steppen and Althea looked extremely pleased,
whilst their friend flushed red and felt acutely embarrassed. Standing at the
front of the dais in full public view Daun smiled sweetly at her betrothed, a
look of pure innocence on her beautiful face which did little to disguise the
look of satisfaction in her eyes.


Pellum's charming smile was fixed but if he could have
reached the scrawny neck of the senile old man in front of him, he would have throttled
the last breath from his imbecilic body. Animus looked up at his lifelong
friend and companion, catching just an edge of Jonderill's feelings and
understood why the tall magician had changed their planned enchantment. With a
mischievous grin, which beamed across his face, he bowed deeply and took a step
forward to add his own benediction, hesitating as he reached for his wand.


Jonderill stepped forward to pass it to him but before
Animus could take it there was a commotion at the far end of the throne room
where the massive silver-bound doors had closed behind the two processions.
With a loud crash and a brilliant flash of light the doors flew open and
smashed against the plastered walls. White smoke billowed through the opening
but instead of dissipating in the height of the throne room, it swirled into a
spiral where it coalesced into darkness.


From out of the darkness stepped a tall figure, his
head shrouded in a deep hood and his body robed in black. Four knights rushed forward
to intercept him with their swords drawn. Before they reached the dark figure
they were thrown violently back against the walls by a single movement of the
pale hands which were the only part of the man which was visible until he threw
back the dark cowl to reveal his gaunt features.


"Maladran!" cried Plantagenet and Animus
almost as one, turning to face the new arrival.


Maladran moved slowly towards the raised thrones, his
black cloak sweeping out behind him and his dark eyes set on the king. Steppen
stood and walked to the edge of the dais whilst all his guests pulled back as
far as they could from the black robe. The only other movement in the room was
made by Jonderill who eased forward to get a better view of the magician he hadn’t
seen in years.


"What do you want here, Maladran?" asked
Steppen sternly.


"It's quite a gathering you have here, Your
Majesty," replied Maladran calmly. "Kings, nobility, foreign
emissaries and antiquities." He looked at Steppen's two magicians and gave
a brief but ironic bow. "My master felt very aggrieved when he wasn’t
invited to attend this celebration and sent me to find out the reason
why."


"It wasn’t appropriate to invite your master or
you for that matter, to the happy occasion of my daughter's betrothal."


"That was a very unfortunate decision, Your
Majesty. My master had thought it was an oversight and not a pathetic attempt
to insult him. He’ll be most upset when I tell him he wasn’t wanted here;
particularly as he has sent me with a gift for the beautiful princess I
promised him he would have for his bride."


“You have no right to promise my daughter as his bride
and we want none of Sarrat’s gifts.”


"A gift?" said Daun, undaunted by the
magician's sudden appearance or her father’s outburst. She stepped forward away
from Pellum's side.


"What sort of gift?" demanded Plantagenet,
moving in front of the princess as if to protect her. 


Animus hurried after him, his usual smile replaced by
a worried frown. “You’ve heard the king, we don't want any of your gifts here,
Maladran. Why don't you just leave and go back to your tower."


"That is most inhospitable of you," snapped
Maladran in irritation. "Inhospitable and unwarranted."


He stepped forward again, pushing the two elderly
magicians roughly out of the way and looking the princess in the eye. Daun
didn’t move, held immobile by the magician's black orbs. No one else moved either
except for Pellum, who scuttled backwards to stand behind his father.


"Now listen to me, princess, for your life lies
in my hands and if you should try to escape your fate I will see to it that your
death will be that much sooner and that much more unpleasant than my master has
decreed." Maladran hesitated for a moment as he gathered his power into
the void and then released it to bind his spell. "Before the sun has set
on your sixteenth birthday, the day of your wedding, you will fall beneath the
hooves of a silver horse and die."


"No!" cried Althea, collapsing into her
husband's arms.


"Seize that man!" ordered Steppen. 


In an instant the throne room was in uproar. Knights
in full armour drew their swords and rushed forward from the aisles whilst
guards, who had been discreetly placed at doorways and behind the throne, ran
to surround the magician with their tall pikes and halberds.


"Fools!" cried Maladran. “Do you think you
could ever take me?" He spun around to face his attackers, raised his
hands in the air and brought them together with a crash of blinding light.
Immediately flames erupted in a circle around him and those who had rushed in
closest to seize the magician were instantly consumed by fire. They collapsed
to the ground as twisted, blackened husks before they even had a chance to
scream. Those who had hurried to assist in the capture but were furthest away
had their clothes and hair set on fire and exposed flesh blistered with the
heat.


Other guards ran to their comrades’ aid, stamping out
the flames or smothering them with their own bodies. Guests of breeding and
good manners forgot all about decorum and fled to the exits, trampling
underfoot any who were unfortunate enough to fall. On the dais Steppen
comforted his wife and daughter whilst the two magicians huddled together
sharing low whispers. Of Maladran, there was no sign.


*


Jonderill hadn’t been inside the royal apartments
before and in all his life had never seen such luxury and delicate beauty, a
reflection of Queen Althea’s taste and the kingdom’s wealth. Somewhat awed by
the surroundings and the exalted company he was now in, he stood in the corner
with his goblet of mulled wine untouched and tried to come to terms with the
spell casting he had just witnessed. In all the confusion he was the only one
who had seen Maladran leave, surrounded by a dark spiral of smoke which was almost
identical to the way in which he had arrived.


He wasn’t sure how he felt about seeing Maladran again
except that he was shocked to see how much the magician changed. His memories
of Maladran were of someone with angular features which were often softened by
his smile but in the throne room he had seemed much more gaunt and grim than
Jonderill remembered and there was a look of malignance in the dark eyes that
he was certain hadn’t been there before.


Now he had time to think about what had taken place in
the throne room he wondered what had happened to the magician to change him so
much. Only once before had Jonderill heard of him using a death spell and never
against someone as innocent as the princess. Then there was him using elemental
fire as a weapon which went against every magician's code of ethics, or so he
had been taught. Jonderill gave a loud sigh; had Maladran really changed that
much or had he only imagined that the magician had feelings all along? 


"Boy, don't hide in a corner, come here and
answer our questions."


Jonderill jumped in surprise at the king's command,
hastily put his wine goblet down on a small side table and went to stand in
front of Steppen. Almost immediately Animus and Plantagenet arrived at each
side of him and he could feel concern and support beaming out to him.


"The guards tell me you have some knowledge of
this Maladran and know him better than most, is that true?"


Jonderill hesitated, wishing that Barrin had kept that
information to himself and uncertain about the threat in the king's voice. He
could feel the sudden surprise of the two magicians at his side at the
revelation. "Yes, Your Majesty, I know a little of Maladran." The
king smiled at him, encouraging him to continue. "It was before I was sold
to your household, where I have served loyally ever since."


"Do you think the magician will carry out his
threat?"


Jonderill looked across the room to where Althea sat
holding her daughter and trying to comfort her. Tears streaked Daun's face and
he felt a great need to protect her. He looked around the sumptuous room for
the other person who should have surely been at her side but Pellum wasn’t
there.


"Well, boy?"


"He’s changed," stammered Jonderill,
"but the spell was a strong one which I don't think he’ll lift."


Daun broke out into a new fit of sobbing and Steppen
looked as if he had been struck. He looked pleadingly at his two elderly
magicians with Jonderill still standing between them. "Is there nothing
you two can do?"


Plantagenet shook his head. "I'm afraid not, we’ve
already given our betrothal gift to the princess and by the time we have
recuperated our powers, Maladran's spell will be irrevocably set."


Jonderill looked up at Plantagenet whilst he fingered
the ivory wand pushed beneath his belt and then back at Animus, wringing his
podgy hands in front of him. "I don't think you have, master," he
said quietly.


Plantagenet looked at him disparagingly down his long
aquiline nose; he hated his wisdom to be questioned. Jonderill pulled Animus's
wand from his belt where he had placed it when Maladran had appeared. 


Animus looked surprised to see it in Jonderill's hand
and suddenly remembered he had misplaced it. "By the goddess, the boy’s
right!" he exclaimed in sudden excitement. "Plantagenet gave the
gifts of chastity and celibacy but I didn't endorse them because I didn’t have
my wand with me."


"Then you can remove Maladran’s fearful curse?"
asked the king, a note of pleading in his voice.


"Oh no, sire," explained Plantagenet.
"Maladran's powers are too great for Animus to remove, or both of us
together for that matter, but we might be able to soften it somewhat if we act
now before the spell is completely settled." Plantagenet took the wand
from Jonderill and thrust it into Animus's shaking hands.


"I'm not sure," stammered the fat magician.
"I've had no time to construct an enchantment or practice it."


"Just do your best, that's all that can be
done," advised Plantagenet.


Animus walked to where the Princess sat, her mother's
arms still around her and cleared his throat, taking one nervous look back at Plantagenet
before turning back to the princess and holding his hand over her.


"If by chance
from a horse you fall,


Maladran's dart you will miss.


Instead sleep forever in ageless
thrall,


until woken by true love's first
kiss.



 

"Is that it?" cried the princess, jumping up
to face the magician eye to eye. Animus scuttled backwards to avoid being
trodden on. "Is that the best you can do, make me go to sleep whilst
everyone else is enjoying their life without me?" She stamped her foot in
temper. "You stupid little man. I might as well be dead!"Steppen put
his arm around his distraught daughter and guided her away from the magician.
"It’ll be enough, my darling. I’ll make sure there are no silver horses in
Alewinder for you to fall from and then we can be certain that neither
Maladran's evil spell nor Animus's counter enchantment can harm you."


"Kill all the horses for me, father, every single
one, whatever the colour. I want them all dead."


"It shall be done, child, and no horse will be
allowed to enter this kingdom until after the day you are wed."


Jonderill looked horrified at the scope of the
slaughter. He’d never particularly liked horses since his days as a middin boy
but to see every animal killed to satisfy the princess’s hysteria was
appalling. "I don't think that’ll work," he said hesitantly.


"What do you know about it, boy?" snapped
the princess haughtily. 


They were the first words she had spoken to him in
four summers and they were as harsh and as belittling as her first words had
been. He felt himself flush but continued. "Before Maladran set his spell
he warned the princess not to try and escape her fate because he would find out.
I think if you kill all the horses he will know it and act immediately."


"Then we’ll just have to kill all the grey
horses," decided Steppen.


"I’m sure he will still know," said
Jonderill desperately. He thought about the stallion Sansun which did not
deserve to die just because of its colour.


Daun shrugged off her father’s arms and turned on
Jonderill, "And how is he going to know, boy, unless of course Tarris
speaks the truth and you are still Maladran's catamite? Then I suppose you
would happily tell him what was going on.”


"Daun! How could you say such things?" cried
Althea, shocked by her daughter’s indelicate accusation.


"It's true," snapped Daun. "He lived in
Maladran’s tower for four summers."


Jonderill turned pale and all eyes turned accusingly
towards him, including those of Plantagenet and Animus.


"Is this true?" asked Steppen, obviously
shocked by the revelation.


"No, Your Majesty," replied Jonderill hotly
and then a little more quietly. "Yes, it’s true that I lived in Maladran's
tower for four summers but I was his bonded servant and nothing else.”


"That's not what Tarris says," mocked Daun.
“He said you and Maladran were always together.”


"Enough of this!" commanded Steppen.
"What the boy did before he came to us is unimportant, unless he passes on
information in exchange for Maladran's favours." He turned to face
Jonderill. "Are you still in Maladran's employ and his spy, boy?"


Jonderill flushed with shame at the easy way the king
had accepted the accusation. "No, Your Majesty. I was never anything to
Maladran just his bound servant. He sent me away, sold me like a slave and I
have no feelings for the man except hatred." Plantagenet and Animus nodded
in acceptance of Jonderill's statement, able to feel the emotions which were
coming from him. "I’ve not seen Maladran since I was sold into your
household and I’ve told him nothing but there is no need for anyone to tell him
what happens here, he has a scrying device, a silver globe attuned to the
palace so that he can see the princess whenever he wants."


"You mean he's been spying on me! Whenever he
wants he can pick up this thing and see what I am doing?"


"That's impossible," said Plantagenet.
"To use a scrying globe over that distance requires immense power."


"He only uses it at night," explained
Jonderill patiently. "He uses the power of the full moon to see a
reflection of events." He looked from face to face reading their disbelief
and sought a way to convince them. "I saw you drown your grey kittling
when you were four years old and blame it on the garden boy who got a beating
and sent away for doing nothing except trying to save its life."


Daun flushed a little but without looking the least
bit contrite.


"So that's how he does it," mused Plantagenet
to himself.


"How he does what?" snapped the king, losing
his patience.


"The enchantment of course, Maladran's birthing
gift. I wondered how he’d made it last so long. You see, all the time he can
see the Princess his enchantment continues to influence her behaviour."


"This is outrageous, how dare Sarrat and his
magician interfere in what goes on in my kingdom! This scrying device must be
destroyed and if necessary I will send an army to do it."


Animus and Plantagenet looked at each other in alarm.
"Oh no, Your Majesty. He’ll see you coming and Sarrat’s army is twice as
big as yours and will be destroyed. In any case, the globe will be protected by
powerful spells so that only Maladran will be able to touch it and live. Even
if you sent all your knights to Maladran's tower they couldn’t take it."


"Then how do we stop him spying on my
daughter?"


"I don't think we can," replied Animus
dejectedly.


At least not whilst she's here thought Jonderill to
himself.



 

~   ~   ~  
~   ~
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Final Encounter



 

"Are you sure this’ll work?" whispered Plantagenet
loudly above the sound of the wind in the trees. Gone was his striped robe and
instead he wore baggy breaches, a long leather tunic and a dark woollen cloak
which had seen better days. He sat on the driver's seat of a small cart looking
out of place and holding the reins of a piebald pony in his slender fingers as
if they were about to bite him. "It's a long time since I’ve driven a pony
and trap and then not in the dark. What if the animal runs away with me or
refuses to go, what will I do then?"


"Don't worry Plantagenet, I won’t be gone long
and when I’m back I can lead the pony."


Animus sat down on the stump of a tree and pulled his
cloak tighter around himself. In the distance a night caller hooted and was
answered by its mate whilst in the hedge by the side of the forest path, some
small creature scuttled to the safety of its burrow. "I don’t know why we
couldn't just use our wands; we could all be settled in the cottage by now
instead of creeping around here in the middle of the night."


"We've been through all that," said
Jonderill patiently. "If you use your magic just once when we’re at the
cottage Maladran will find its trace and follow us, and then all our efforts
will be wasted and our plan won’t work."


"Humph!" complained Plantagenet irritably.
"I suppose you’re right but all the same I still don't like it."


"Are you sure this is necessary?" complained
Animus, once again trying to stuff his over-stretched shirt back beneath the
waistband of his voluminous breeches. "We've taken hardly any food and I'm
already starving." His stomach rumbled in agreement.


"You know it is," Jonderill said with some
irritation and then more sympathetically. "It’ll be all right, just wait
and see. You can go on to the cottage if you want instead of just waiting here
and I’ll be back as soon as I’ve done."


He gave them an encouraging smile and slipped off into
the darkness leaving the two magicians, the pony trap and their few possessions
in the clearing. Once he left the woodland path behind he wound his way between
the trees until he found his way onto the main highway back to Alewinder. As he
started to jog down the road his mind went over their plan again. Considering
the whole idea had been the magicians’ in the first place, they were already
getting cold feet and all they had to do was drive the pony cart to the cottage
in the woods and wait for him to do the rest. 


It had seemed like a good idea when they had first
thought of it although he wasn’t sure how he’d been elected to carry out the
most dangerous part of the plan. He supposed that over the next few summers, he
would end up doing most things. Without their wands Animus and Plantagenet were
as helpless as two children and so far had behaved just like them, complaining,
fussing and needing to be guided in everything they did. He desperately hoped that
they would improve or it was going to be a long four years.


The road into the city was lit only by a slither of a
waning moon and was covered in shadows as the weak light filtered through the
trees at the side of the road. It looked totally different than it had done
earlier that day in bright sunlight. Then he had walked at the head of the
piebald pony churning the plan over in his mind and looking for things which
could go wrong. The list had been alarmingly long. One problem was traversing
the road in darkness, negotiating potholes and avoiding brigands.


He chuckled to himself. In reality the problem was
quite small. Vinmore was such a wealthy and well ordered kingdom that nobody
had much need of taking things from others. Of course there was the occasional
problem of brigands from across the border but as the king's castle stood at
the very centre of the kingdom, roadway thefts were a rarity. So were potholes
for that matter; Steppen ensured his roads were smooth and safe to ride along
at any time, day or night.


Jonderill slowed his pace to a steady walk needing to
time his arrival just right. Too soon would mean he would have to wait outside
the city, which would look suspicious or someone might recognise him and ask
what he was doing there, and too late would mean he would miss the early market.
As it was he reached the main gate just as the sun was rising and spent the
hour waiting for the gate to open walking amongst the farmers and traders going
into the city for the first market of the day in the hope of finding a free
breakfast. Yesterday had been a long day full of anxiety and unhappy memories.


After the disastrous betrothal ceremony and the king's
interrogation he and the two old magicians had been dismissed by an angry
Steppen and had returned to their tower in silence. He knew Plantagenet and
Animus were hurt that he had never once confided in them. Whilst neither
questioned him about his past or his relationship with Maladran he could feel
their disappointment in their unaccustomed silence. They had always been kind
to him and he knew he owed it to them to give an explanation about his
relationship with Maladran and of what he could remember of the twelve summers
before becoming their apprentice.


It wasn’t until dinner was finished and they were
sharing a platter of ripe green cheese and strong red wine that he found the
courage to begin. By the time he reached the end of his story the cheese had
gone and a second flagon of wine had been emptied. Neither magician said much; Plantagenet
nodded gravely and occasionally added 'that explains everything' whilst Animus
shed tears at the sadder parts of Jonderill's life. His story led naturally
onto how Maladran and the powers of his scrying globe could be defeated and
finally, over another two flagons of wine, the plan to save the princess
emerged.


Without mentioning it, Jonderill had also put together
his own plan to save Sansun. It wasn’t a very good plan as its success depended
on him getting into the palace as soon as he could and before Steppen could
carry out his threat to kill all the grey horses in the kingdom in a futile
effort to protect the life of his daughter. So once the decision had been made to
take the princess away to a place where Maladran couldn’t find her he had
persuaded the magicians that they had to act straight away. Plantagenet had
agreed immediately but it had taken longer to persuade Animus that they
couldn’t wait another summer or two. Then it had taken most of the morning to
pack up the magician’s belongings, mostly books and scrolls, and an impossibly
long time to find clothes that would fit them and make them look like normal
people going about their business.


Jonderill had led the pony and cart to the square
where the caravans gathered before leaving on trading journeys and then had
attached himself to the back of a mixed group of merchants heading for
Leersland. In the confusion at the city gate they had slipped through without
being challenged and by late afternoon they had travelled to the edge of the
forest which stretched towards the country's northern border. As soon as they
were away from where travellers might pass, Plantagenet had put a long distance
enchantment to conceal that part of the forest where the woodsman’s cottage
stood, locked his and Animus’s wands in a small wooden chest and had sent
Jonderill on his way. 


Now he was back at Alewinder again waiting for the
gates to open and munching on an apple and a thick slice of home roasted ham a
farmwife had offered him. He felt dizzy with lack of sleep and wondered how he
was going to stay awake for another day and a night. When the gates opened  he walked through the early morning city. It
was as familiar to him as the magicians’ tower. Every morning he had left the
tower early and wandered through the market to buy fresh produce for his two
masters so they could wake up to sizzling rashers and hot scrambled eggs. It
was there that he bought fruit and vegetables so fresh they were still damp and
cold from the vine or ground. A crisp carrot or juicy black grapes would often
keep him going as he returned home through the private and warded corner door
into the tower.


This was the door he used today, locking it securely
behind him as he made his way to his room on the top most floors to change. He’d
a lot to do including letting everyone that mattered know that his two masters
were confined to bed suffering from a cold. Then he had to purchase an
appropriate list of remedies and other unguents to back up the story as well as
buying the usual food supplies so people wouldn’t suspect that they were away
from their tower. By the time he returned to the tower it was just passed noon;
his feet ached and his legs felt like jelly. He poured himself some watered
wine and sat in Animus's deep chair to rest for a moment before moving onto the
next part of the plan.


*


Jonderill opened his eyes to total darkness and for a
moment couldn’t remember where he was. Then the plan and what he had to do came
crashing back and he leapt from the chair spilling the remains of his wine onto
the floor. The previous night had seen the last slither of the moon fade to
nothing and the lights of the city never penetrated the ancient tower which was
now completely dark. He moved forward quickly, knowing where the lamps were
placed but forgetting the bag which lay at his feet. With a shout of surprise,
followed by a curse he sprawled to the floor, scraping his knee on the stone
and jarring his wrist.


Still groggy from his sleep and dazed by his fall he
emptied his mind and clumsily produced elemental fire at the end of his
outstretched fingers. The first ball of fire fell to the floor and fizzled out
in the spilt wine. A second one ran down his hand and burned his already aching
wrist but his third attempt was more successful and he managed to light one
small lamp before the flame fluttered out to nothing.


He hastily checked the contents of the bag he had
stepped on and gave a sigh of relief that nothing was broken, only slightly
squashed. Quickly he found a mixing bowl and following Plantagenet’s
instructions began adding powders from the small packets that had been in the
bag. He knew he should weigh each powder carefully as Plantagenet had
instructed him but he was running out of time so he guessed the quantities of
each ingredient and hoped for the best.


When the powders were well mixed he divided the
mixture in half and placed each half into two small silk parcels and put them
in the deep pocket of his grey robe which he had pulled on over his outdoor
clothes. The robe was already far too small and when he glanced into the long
mirror by the door he looked like he was wearing a sack stuffed full of turnips,
but it couldn’t be helped. He pulled a heavy cloak around his shoulders,
bundled his shirt and breaches under his arm and slipped out of the small side
door locking it behind him.


With his head bowed he quickly crossed the courtyard
and entered the kitchen by the side door noticing that the scrap buckets were
still empty. He remembered this part of the palace well from his days as
houseboy and could tell by the sounds and smells that the court was still at
dinner although it must have been almost finished. If the princess had already
left the table he would be too late and all their planning would be for
nothing.


He thought fleetingly of the two magicians waiting for
him to return and what they would say when he confessed he’d fallen asleep and
failed to do what they had agreed. With renewed determination he hurried away
from the kitchen and down the first flight of stone stairs to where the door of
the Cellarmaster's room stood slightly open. Nobody went into the cellars
without the master’s permission and he prayed that the Cellarmaster was
elsewhere as he opened the door just wide enough to sneak through and close it
behind him.


"What in hellden are you doing here boy?"
demanded the Cellarmaster from his chair in a dark corner.


He was a big man, heavily muscled from rolling barrels
around and endowed with a red nose and ruddy complexion from sampling too much
of the produce in his care. Everyone knew his moods swung wildly from morose to
euphoric and either way he terrified every page and squire in the palace.
Jonderill jumped with surprise at the sound of his harsh voice, his mind
working furiously as he gave a brief bow.


"I am sorry, sir, but my masters have sent me to
fetch some grain spirit and some honey cordial to ease their cold."


The Cellarmaster stood and eyed him suspiciously. He
put a tankard down on the table beside his chair and picked up his cane of
office. "Have they now? And does that give you the right to come creeping
in here without my permission?"


"I'm sorry, sir," muttered Jonderill,
"I thought you were out."


"Don't let it happen again!" bellowed the
Cellarmaster in his notorious, bull-like roar as he clipped Jonderill smartly
around his ear with his cane.


Jonderill's head rang with the blow and his ear felt
as if it had been cut in half. "No, sir." He knew that one way or
another it would definitely not happen again.


The Cellarmaster moved to the shelves built along the
far wall and looked along the row of stone flagons for grain spirit. Whilst he
was looking Jonderill took the opportunity to glance at the table in the centre
of the room where the Cellarmaster prepared the drinks to be taken into the royal
household. He gave a quick sigh of relief when he saw the princess's silver
flagon of honey mead still in its place waiting to be collected by a footman.


"Stay here, boy, whilst I go and fetch my good
friends some of my best grain spirit from the cellar."


"Yes, sir," replied Jonderill meekly.


"And don't touch anything or you’ll not sit on
your backside for a week!" bellowed the Cellarmaster from the door.


"No, sir."


Jonderill waited for the Cellarmaster's footfalls to
fade along the corridor and then quickly emptied the contents of the first
packet into the honey mead. The grey powder floated on top for a moment and
then dissolved, leaving the mead clear and golden. He repeated the process with
the stone jug of cordial next to it, which would be consumed by the princess's
maids when they had finished with their mistress’s needs. He just hoped that
the powders would work, despite the hurried mixing; otherwise he was in real
trouble.


The Cellarmaster returned and thrust a small jar of
grain spirit into one of Jonderill’s hands and a large flagon of honey cordial
in the other. He turned Jonderill around and pushed him roughly out of the door
before slamming it behind him. Jonderill gave another sigh of relief and made
his way along the palace corridors to the place Animus had told him to go. He
was fortunate that Vinmore was such a peaceful kingdom otherwise there might have
been guards at the end of each corridor, or even worse, outside the doors he
needed to enter. If that had been the case their plan wouldn’t have worked but
the only guards on duty were the two standing to attention outside the studded
doors which led into the grand central tower and the royal apartments.


Jonderill knew both the guards well. The senior was a
long-serving veteran who drank at The Soldiers Rest and had a reputation of
being amongst the most diligent of the king's loyal men and the other was his
best friend. It might have been easier if it had been some other guard then his
lies wouldn’t have mattered so much. As it was he was worried that his carefully
constructed story wouldn’t be convincing to someone who knew him as well as
Barrin did, even if he had heard the rumours that were circulating about him.
Worse than that, he knew that the part he was about to play would almost
certainly result in the ending of their friendship. He thought about changing
his story but it was too late to think up something new.


"Halt!" commanded Lowis, bringing his
halberd across the door. "State your name and your business."


Jonderill stopped and gave Lowis a brief smile.
"It's me, Jonderill."


"Hello Jondi, what you doing around here at this
time of night?" The younger of the two guards smiled in greeting but still
dropped the tip of his halberd to cross over that of his companion. "Shouldn't
you be seeing to Plantagenet and Animus? I hear they're both down with a
cold."


"They are," said Jonderill brightly.
"They sent me to the Cellarmaster to fetch some grain spirit and honey
cordial but by the time I got back they were both fast asleep and they don't
look like they will move again until morning. So I thought instead of wasting
the drink and an unexpected night off, I would go and share both with a
friend."


"I'm not off duty for another two candle lengths
but I will catch up with you then if you can wait that long," said Barrin enthusiastically.


"I know," said Jonderill. "But this is
another friend who I thought might enjoy my company."


Barrin looked hurt and raised a quizzical eyebrow.
"And which friend would that be then?"


Jonderill looked coy and blushed slightly. He knew the
rumours of his supposed relationship with Maladran would be all over the palace
by now and it wouldn’t take much for people to jump to conclusions. "He's
a new friend but he said he liked me so I thought if I could get him to have a
drink or two with me he might spend the night with me or at least go for a walk
afterwards."


Barrin turned away in disgust and Lowis looked at
Jonderill as if he were a hound turd.


"I suppose he’s some little page boy with gold
hair and pretty looks," spat Barrin.


Lowis pulled back his halberd and opened the door.
"If I 'ear yer've been up to yer dirty ways against the boy's will I'll
make sure yer never do it again, whether yer turn me into a stink toad or
not."


"Thanks, Lowis," muttered Jonderill, quickly
ducking into the open doorway before the guard had time to change his mind and
refused him entry. 


He felt sickened by what he had done. It wasn't so
much the reputation which would now follow him wherever he went but the way he
had so easily lied to Barrin and destroyed a friendship which meant a lot to
him. He stopped just the other side of the door and waited for it to shut behind
him.


For a few moments he fought with his conscience but
then realised that for the next few summers at least, neither his supposed
preference for young boys nor the loss of Barrin's friendship would matter one
way or another. When this was all over and if it all worked out well he promised himself he would do
everything in his power to put things right with Barrin and if it didn’t work
out well it wouldn’t matter, he wouldn’t be returning to Alewinder anyway.


Jonderill set off again down the carpeted corridors
which were only vaguely familiar. Whilst he’d been in the royal apartments only
the previous day he remembered very little of its layout, his mind having been
in turmoil from the events which had just taken place. He knew the king and
queen had their apartments on the upper levels of the central tower because
that was where the balcony overlooked the square but he knew that the princess
preferred the lower level which gave access to her private garden.


Hoping that she hadn’t changed her mind he hurried passed
the staircases leading upwards and kept his fingers crossed that by going
straight on he would eventually come to the hallway Animus had described to
him. When he reached a large open area with benches against the walls and rich
tapestries displayed between the many doorways he felt completely lost. Fortunately
Animus had for once thought ahead and had anticipated his difficulty, drawing
him a plan which he now drew from beneath his robe and carefully followed.


The cream and gold door of the princess's room looked
no different than any of the others around the hall so Jonderill stopped to
recount the doors again just to make sure he had chosen the right one. He put
his ear to the door but could hear nothing so he pushed it ajar and crept
inside. It was just as he remembered it from the time he had seen the room through
Maladran’s scrying globe.


The walls were dressed stone the colour of honey
inlaid with pearl shell decorations and overlain in places with three bright
tapestries. All the furniture was made of rare blanchwood, highlighted in gold
leaf and covered in bright cushions and heavy drapes covered the glass doors
which led to the enclosed garden with the decorative pond. A thick sea-green
carpet covered a polished weiswald floor which had been bleached to the rich colour
of sweetnuts. The sheer beauty of the room stopped him dead and he looked
around him in absolute awe.


"Don't just stand there with your mouth open,
stupid boy," snapped a cutting voice from an adjoining room. "If you've
brought a message from those two imbeciles about this awful mess spit it out
and then get out of here."


Jonderill jumped, not expecting anyone to be there and
then stammered some half intelligible words of apology. Daun came to the
archway from her dressing room and stood defiantly with her hands on her hips
and a look of disdain on her face. Her long sunshine hair fell to her waist and
her body looked lean and lithe beneath her flimsy, carelessly tied robe.
Jonderill stood rooted to the spot, unwilling to move a muscle in case the
beautiful apparition disappeared.


"Well, what do you want?" she snapped.


Jonderill stammered uncertainly. His mixing of the
sleeping powders had been careless but surely he’d not been so far out that
there had been no effect on her at all?  "Er....
I've brought you this." He held out the jar of spirit and the flagon of
honey cordial. "I thought you might be upset still and be unable to
sleep."


"Of course I'm upset. How would you like it if
you knew you were going to be nearly trampled to death by a horse and then go
to sleep forever? With that as my fate I don't want to sleep ever again."
She took two imperious steps into the room and looked curiously at the stone
jar he carried. "What’s in there?"


"It's grain spirit. You mix it with the honey
cordial and it makes you feel happy and warm inside."


"Then pour me some and let's see if it works, I
could do with feeling happy for once."


Jonderill put the two containers on the table next to
a silver tray and noticed, with some relief, that the princess had not touched
her honey mead. He’d never handled grain spirit before although he’d seen
Barrin’s father pour small tots for customers at The Soldiers Rest. He had no
idea how much was needed to make someone too happy to care what was happening
to them but guessed it had to be at least two tot’s worth. Carefully he poured
half a goblet of the potent liquid, added some of the honey mead for good luck
and passed it to the princess. She grabbed the goblet from his hand and swallowed
it down in one go, giving a slight cough and gasp at the end as the potent
drink burnt its way down her throat  to
her stomach.


"My father won't let me drink this but I can't
think why." She held out her glass for Jonderill to refill. "Pour me
some more, boy."


Jonderill did as he was asked and watched as Daun
swallowed the drink down in the same manner as the first and then held the
goblet out again. He refilled the goblet, conscious of the flush that was
spreading from Daun’s exposed throat onto her creamy cheeks. She emptied the
goblet, only a little slower this time and held it out once again.


"Do you know, my father says it's rude to drink
by yourself?" She walked to the table, swaying slightly and sat heavily
down in a chair. "When I'm queen I'll drink this all the time because it makes
me feel nice and everyone else can drink boring old mead." She poured him
a goblet of the pale amber liquid, carelessly sloshing it over the table and
handed it to Jonderill.


"No thank you, Your Highness, I'm not
thirsty."


Daun pouted sullenly. "If you don't drink then I
won't." She slapped the goblet onto the table and giggled as the drink splashed
over her fingers.


Jonderill looked at the drink and wondered how potent
the powders would be; not very he hoped as he refilled her goblet with grain
spirit and honey cordial and handed it to her. With a smile he raised his
goblet in salute and swallowed the pleasantly sweet mixture down, watching Daun
do the same over the rim of his goblet. Her cheeks were very flushed and she
seemed to have slipped down in her chair making her robe ride up around her
thighs. He poured her another goblet of grain spirit and she poured him some
mead, getting more on the table than in the cup.


"My father won't let me do anything," she
slurred, after once again draining her goblet. "He won't let me drink
grain spirit or ride my horse or go into the city without lots of guards
trailing behind. It's not fair, I bet you can go and do whatever you
want."


Jonderill nodded and then smiled broadly as a sudden
idea came to him. "How would you like to go into the city right now?"


Daun looked extremely pleased with the suggestion.
"Can I go by myself without anyone else trailing behind me?"


"No, you'll have to go with me and in disguise as
well but I promise I’ll show you all the best taverns and you can drink as much
grain spirit as you want."


"Nobody will know except you and me?"


"Nobody, it will be our secret."


Daun stood unsteadily and giggled. "You'll have
to help me dress because my legs have gone all wobbly and my hands won't do
what I tell them."


Jonderill gratefully left the remains of his mead,
feeling somewhat light headed and put his arm around the princess's waist as he
helped her to a long couch where she sprawled half on and half off the decorative
lounger. He’d never undressed a girl before, especially one who seemed to have
no control over her limbs and giggled every time he touched her. By the time
he’d dressed her in her riding clothes and a long thick cloak and had hidden
her long hair down the back of her tunic she was almost asleep.


The effort had left him sweating profusely and feeling
decidedly peculiar. He wasn’t sure if anyone would come and check on her so he
cleared up the mess on the table and stuffed some pillows into her bed to make
it appear as if she were asleep. After that he changed into his shirt and
breaches, turned the lamps down very low and as a final measure he left a small
rolled parchment next to her bed. Tomorrow the king and queen would find her
gone and he could only hope that they would accept the fact that she had been
secreted away by the magicians to where Maladran would never find her and not
have the Vinmore army tearing the kingdom apart looking for their daughter and
her abductors. He hoped their promise to return the princess on the day of her
wedding would be of some comfort to them.


With difficulty Jonderill lifted the princess from the
couch and supported her under her shoulder as she stood on her shaky legs. She
looked at Jonderill through half closed eyes and smiled sleepily but before she
could collapse back on the couch he had her walking to the door. He opened the
door far enough to see into the corridor which was still empty and with an
effort he helped her along the carpeted walkway, passed the grand staircase and
stopped at the closed door to the royal apartments.


He was glad her rooms were on the ground floor of the
tower and not the top as managing stairs would be almost impossible, especially
as she was getting heavier and heavier and her knees had begun to buckle
beneath her. As he stood at the guarded door he was supporting nearly all her
weight with his arm around her waist and her arm over his shoulder. He pulled
her hood as far forward as he could to hide her face and opened the door.


Lowis turned around and gave Jonderill and his friend
a stern appraisal whilst Barrin looked away in disgust. "And where d’yer
think yer goin'?"


Jonderill grinned sheepishly and rested the weight of
the hooded princess against his knee. "The squire's drunk too much so I
thought I would take him outside to freshen him up a bit.


"'E looks like 'e's dead drunk to me. 'Ere let me
'ave a look at 'im."


Jonderill stepped back slightly and almost lost his
grip on the cloaked figure who slid nearly to the floor before he could retrieve
her. "He's shy." If his lord finds out his been with me he'll get a
thrashing or worse."


"Pity you didn't get one long ago, it might have
changed your ways," suggested Barrin, stepping closer.


"I'm going to be sick," groaned the princess
in a slurred, miserable voice.


"I think I’d better get the squire out of
here," said Jonderill, heaving the body back into his arms.


"Yer damned well better. It's bad enough having
the likes of you here with your perverted ways without him puking up all over
the place."


"Go on, get 'im out of 'ere," commanded
Lowis. "Take 'im to the stables and throw some water over ‘im, that will
bring 'im 'round."


"Aye and dunk yourself at the same time,"
sneered Barrin, "It might shrink your prick and save the squire from a
poking."


Lowis laughed at the comment and helped Jonderill and
the squire out of the tower with a none too gentle push and an obscene gesture.
Jonderill staggered under the dead weight of the princess, trying not to think
about Barrin's comment and made his way to the stable yard. Never before had
the distance seemed so far nor the courtyard so full of people taking the night
air. Each one stopped to ask after the magician's health and to give his
groaning friend an amused look but fortunately nobody bothered to ask who it
was. With considerable relief he manoeuvred himself and his burden to the top
of the stable yard steps and then with great difficulty lifted her down the
stone stairway, across the yard and into the stable where he collapsed into an
exhausted heap.


The stable was warm and peaceful and the air of
calmness and order eased Jonderill's ragged nerves as he regained his breath.
His arms and shoulders ached from carrying the weight of the princess and his
legs felt strangely wobbly as if they belonged to someone else and only half
obeyed his commands. Worst of all was his head which felt as if it were about
to float away. Thankfully he laid Daun carefully down in the straw, her golden
hair fanning out around her. He was pleased to see that she had succumbed to a
drunken stupor rather than being sick everywhere. Now all he had to do was to
get her on a horse, out of the castle, through the city and into the forest
without being recognised.


He muttered to himself about a hopeless task and made
his way down the stalls to the very end, praying that the king had not yet
carried out his terrible threat to kill all the grey horses in the kingdom.
Breathing a sigh of relief he saw Sansun waiting in his stall, his intelligent
eyes watching Jonderill's every move and his sharp ears listening for every
sound. He spoke to the horse softly, feeling strange at sharing his plans with
an animal and unbolted the stall door. Carefully he placed the halter over Sansun’s
head and began to lead the horse forward out of his stall.


"Yer takin' up 'orse theivin' now are yer lover
boy?" said Tarris suddenly from the darkness of the empty stall opposite.
He stepped forward into the light from the single lantern and gave Jonderill a
sneering look. "If it's a layin' yer want yer don't 'ave ter bugger the
'orses, I'll oblige yer."


"Let it be, Tarris," warned Jonderill.
"I'm here on business for the princess." He stepped to the other side
of the horse and began leading him down the aisle between the stalls.


"Yer are, are yer? Well what sort of business
could that be, I wonder? She don’t usually associate with the likes of you."
Tarris followed Jonderill and the horse until they came to the last stall with
the princess sprawled in the straw, her loosened golden hair instantly giving
her disguise away. Jonderill cursed his bad luck and turned to face Tarris. "Well,
what 'ave we got 'ere? Not only are yer the perverted pet of that damned
magician but yer a bloody kidnapper too."


"This has nothing to do with you, Tarris, just go
away and forget what you have seen."


"Nothin' to do wiv me? Now that's where yer
wrong, it's got everythin' to do wiv me. Sarrat's ordered yer dead as a lesson
to yer magician friend an' I'm goin' ter make sure yer die in the way yer
deserve." He laughed maliciously. "Now I can do me master's biddin’
an' become an 'ero’ at the same time, savin’ the princess from yer filthy
clutches an ‘avin’ some fun wiv yer too. Now boy, getcher breaches down an I'll
make it nice fer yer before I slit yer throat, else I'll cut yer up an ave yer
whilst yer yard’s layin' on the ground in front of yer nose. See, it don't make
no difference to me."


Tarris pulled a long knife from the sheath at his side
and Jonderill stepped away from Sansun, crouching slightly and ready to move.
He’d no weapon or any means of defence whilst his attacker was armed, a good
hand taller and well muscled.  What was
more Jonderill's head swam dizzily every time he moved it and his legs
threatened to collapse beneath him. He tried to remember what the Swordmaster
had taught him about defence, hoping that the same principles would apply to
this situation as they did to being armed with a sword. Slowly he circled
around Tarris, watching his eyes, at the same time keeping an eye out for a
possible weapon.


The first attack was easy to dodge as Tarris's scream
of enthusiasm gave ample warning of his intentions but Tarris learnt quickly
and the next attack came silently with a thrust towards Jonderill’s abdomen
which cut through his shirt and scored the skin beneath. Again they circled and
Tarris charged in, trying to use the advantage of his height to drive his blade
downwards through his opponent's shoulder. Jonderill anticipated the move and
blocked Tarris’s descending blade arm with his whilst countering with a
clenched fist to Tarris's unprotected stomach. The man was hard and muscular
from his work in the stables and the blow had little effect, except to separate
them once more.


The Stablemaster returned to his basic but effective
dart forward and slash tactic, cutting the air in front of Jonderill and
forcing him backwards until he stood trapped against the stable wall. Tarris's
final pass scored a line across Jonderill's chest, making him cry out and
drawing blood. Tarris stepped back a fraction and gave his victim a sadistic
leer.


"I've gotcha now boy an' I'm goin' ter cut yer up
real slow."


Jonderill was trapped between the knife and the wall
with no way out. He desperately looked for a weapon with which to defend
himself but there was nothing, only the great silver and black horse which had
passively watched the fight. Tarris lunged forward and sliced Jonderill's arm
from shoulder to elbow, laughing with pleasure as skin and muscle parted.


He felt the pain as an explosion in his mind and in
his agony he screamed something unintelligible. Sansun jumped as if he had been
cut with a whip and turned on Tarris, sinking his big yellow teeth into the
man's knife arm. Tarris dropped the knife as the horse yanked him backwards
away from Jonderill, his teeth ripping the Stablemaster’s flesh through to the
bone.


In an instant Jonderill dived to the floor and grabbed
the knife and with all his force plunged it into Tarris's back, passed his ribs
and into his lung. Tarris gave a gurgling scream as blood filled his mouth and
tried to turn on his attacker but Sansun still held him fast. Jonderill tore
the knife free and thrust it into Tarris's body again, severing the other lung.
Sansun released his grip and Tarris crumpled to his knees, choking on his own
blood before he fell to his face, his eyes blank and staring and blood pooling
on the floor around him.


Jonderill staggered backwards, clutching his bleeding
arm, horrified at what he had done. He hadn’t wanted to kill anyone, not even
Tarris. All he wanted to do was leave with the princess but now he was a
murderer, a felon with blood on his hands. He started to shake with the shock
of what he’d done and the pain in his arm but before he could bring some order
to the turmoil in his mind, the stable door opened and Barrin stood framed
against the darkness, the lantern lighting up his pale features. For a moment
Barrin froze in horrified silence whilst he tried to understand what was going
on and then he closed the door quietly behind him, dropped the latch and drew
his sword, resting its tip against Jonderill's chest, exactly in line with his
heart.


"Your story had better be good."


Jonderill didn’t flinch although he knew his life
would be forfeit if he couldn’t convince Barrin what he was doing was right and
best for the kingdom. He thought of telling a lie, that Tarris had plotted to
kill the princess and he’d saved her but he knew Barrin would know it was a lie
and would only accept the truth from him.


"I'm taking the princess away from here to where
she will be safe from Maladran's curse. Tarris was a spy for Sarrat and tried
to stop me so I killed him.


Barrin looked from Jonderill to the red-stained corpse.
Killing the Stablemaster was a crime he dismissed as unimportant, Tarris
probably deserved to die but what he was proposing to do with the princess was
different. "That's kidnapping."


"I have to do it, Barrin. If she stays here
Maladran can carry out his threat whenever he wants or whenever Sarrat tells
him to but hidden with the magicians, where Maladran cannot find her, she'll
have a chance."


Barrin hesitated, unsure of what to do. "Does the
king know about this?"


"No, or at least not yet. I have left a note from
Plantagenet so he’ll know in the morning. Please, Barrin, please let us
leave."


"Why didn't you ask him before you started this
thing?"


"We couldn't, Maladran might have been watching
using his scrying globe. It’s important that nobody knows where we have gone.
If they do Maladran will make them tell him what they know."


Barrin slowly let his sword drop and looked back to
the princess and once again to Jonderill. "Those things people are saying
about you, they aren't true are they?"


Jonderill shook his head. "No they’re not true.
They were all lies that Tarris's spread about me."


"That's why I followed you here, I had to find
out for myself but I didn't expect this. I would help you if I could but if I
let you go I will have committed treason against my lord and I can't do
that."


"What if you couldn't remember what you had done,
like you were under some sort of enchantment and couldn’t help yourself, would
you help me to save the princess from Maladran then?”


Barrin smiled and sheathed his sword. "You can do
that to me?"


Of course I can," lied Jonderill. "I'm a
magician."



 

~    ~   
~    ~    ~
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     "I
tell you it won't work," argued Plantagenet loudly. "It doesn't look
anything like it does in the book, they’re all squashed together in a heap and
they should be stacked in a pyramid."


"Then the book's all wrong," retorted Animus
angrily. "It's just a case of putting the little pieces of wood at the
bottom and the bigger ones on top and then setting light to the whole thing.


"But the book says it needs air," insisted Plantagenet
in exasperation.


"Burn the book!" shouted Animus, brandishing
a sizeable log like a weapon, "I know what I'm doing."


Jonderill decided he couldn't feign sleep any longer
and opened his eyes to a scene of chaos and confusion. Animus stood in front of
a stone hearth jammed with logs, some of them green and still bearing leaves.
One hand defiantly rested on his hip whilst the other was wrapped around a
thick log which he held like a club. His usually cheerful features were
darkened by anger and beads of sweat covered his brow as he glared
threateningly at his life-long friend. Plantagenet held his ground, despite the
log, and glared back, jabbing a long finger at the page of the open book he
held in his other hand. His usually well groomed hair was dishevelled and
dotted with twigs and leaf mould and his placid face was twisted in a
disdainful sneer.


Books lay in a discarded heap around his feet as if
they had been quickly searched through and then carelessly dropped when they
proved unhelpful. Every flat surface was strewn with parchments, scrolls,
writing materials, jars of pickles, onions, vegetable peelings, cooking
utensils and a quantity of spilt flour. Clothes and pots and pans mingled with
more books standing in piles on the floor. There was even a chicken picking its
way through the mess and clucking loudly. Sunlight forced its way in through
dusty windows revealing the dilapidated state of the cottage.


When Animus had said he knew where there was a pretty
little cottage in the northern woods which no one used any more, he’d forgotten
to add that the place was falling down. It would take days to clean up the mess
the magicians had made and then as long again to make the place habitable. The
thought made Jonderill feel more tired than he already was and for a moment he
thought about closing his eyes again and pretending he was asleep.


"Why won't you listen to me you ignoramus? You
haven't a clue what you're doing," shouted Plantagenet as Animus tried to
jam more wood into the hearth.


"I won't listen to you because as usual you don't
know what you are talking about," screamed Animus.


"And you do? You fat, ignorant, bumptious toad!"


"Why you overgrown, mindless beanpole!
I'll......."


"Gentlemen, gentlemen," interrupted
Jonderill a little hoarsely but unable to stifle a laugh at the comical sight
of the two magicians facing each other like a pair of fighting cocks. He pulled
himself up into a sitting position from the rough wooden pallet he was lying on
and winced at the sudden fire in his arm which had been carefully bandaged.
"This is no way to get a fire started, at least not one which will burn in
the hearth and heat water for our morning tea."


"Jonderill!" both magicians exclaimed at
once in surprise and pleasure. They dropped their battle implements and
hurriedly made their way to his side, stepping over the confusion on the floor
and chasing the clucking chicken away from an overturned sack of grain.


"We thought you were still asleep," said
Animus, by way of an apology. "So we were going to get everything ready
for when you woke up as a surprise. We’ve unloaded the cart and have brought
nearly everything inside and were just about to light the fire and make something
to eat."


"Only there isn't enough space to put everything
we brought with us and then we couldn't get the fire going. Everything is so
exceedingly difficult without our magic," Plantagenet finished rather
lamely.


Animus looked around the room and blushed slightly.
"Don't you think we could use our wands just this once, just to get the
fire going and get this mess cleaned up? It will only need a little bit of
magic."


It was a wonderful thought but impossible.
"No," replied Jonderill firmly, resisting the temptation. "No
magic. Remember we’re supposed to be just three ordinary men living ordinary
lives in a woodsman's cottage in the forest."


"But we don't know how to be ordinary," cut
in Animus.


"Then we’ll have to read and learn from what Plantagenet’s
books tell us, which includes how to lay a fire so it has enough air to
burn." Animus looked crestfallen whilst Plantagenet looked smug and was
about to say 'I told you so' when Jonderill continued. "You know what we
agreed. The only way to keep the Princess safe was to hide her from Maladran.
He’ll never think of looking for her in a poor woodsman's cottage but if we use
magic just once he’ll follow its trail and find us and the Princess Daun and
you know what’ll happen then."


"It's all right for you, you’re used to doing
everything like an ordinary person but for us it is very difficult, we've
always used our magic."


Jonderill knew it would be very difficult for the two
elderly magicians who had to be looked after all the time and even harder for
the Princess who had always had the finest of everything, not to mention
servants to do everything for her. As if his own thoughts had reminded him of
her existence, he looked rapidly around the room for her and then stood up in
alarm, his head throbbing painfully with the sudden movement.


Plantagenet stepped back at Jonderill’s sudden move.
“Be careful, boy, we’ve only just stitched that arm and it’ll all come undone
if you use it too much. Oh and don't worry about the Princess, she’s outside in
the sunshine making daisy chains."


Jonderill looked flabbergasted. "Daisy
chains!"


Animus laughed, his anger gone and his usual happy
self returned. "Yes. Daisy chains. I taught her and she's sitting outside
singing as sweetly and as cheerfully as a sky soarer in spring."


"But I taught her to sing," butted in Plantagenet,
eager to tell his part in the miraculous transformation.


Jonderill eased himself back into his pallet, his head
spinning and his vision slightly blurred.


"What did you do to her? You didn't use your
magic on her did you?"


"No, my boy, nothing like that," laughed
Animus. "Actually we were going to ask you what you’d done to her because
she’s been like that since we found you both in the forest."


"I didn't do anything, or at least nothing that I
can remember." Jonderill's stomach knotted as his memory started to return
and he closed his eyes as he recalled the badly mixed powders he’d emptied into
the honey mead and the amount of grain spirit he’d allowed the Princess to
drink. It wasn't the only recollection which came back to him as he remembered
the feel of plunging the knife into Tarris’s back making him feel suddenly
sick. He opened his eyes to see both the magicians looking at him anxiously.
"I don't remember much of what happened, does anyone else?"


"Not a thing," said Animus excitedly.
"The Princess doesn't remember who she was, or where she came from or even
her name."


"So we've called her Rosera after the rare,
delicate flower with the sweet fragrance," added Plantagenet seriously.
"She seems to like the name. We would have waited for you to wake before
naming her, only as you were hurt when we found you we gave you a sleeping
draft like the one you mixed for the maids and we didn't know how long you
would sleep for."


"Where did you find me? How did I get out of the
palace?"


"It was really all very strange," began Plantagenet,
moving a pile of books from a three-legged stool and sitting himself next to
Jonderill. "When you didn't return by noon-tide as you said you would we
thought something terrible must have happened to you so we tied up the pony
cart and Animus and I went back along the forest path just in case you were
lost. I wanted to stay with the cart thinking you would return there but Animus
insisted I went with him and it was a good thing I did."


"When we reached the forest edge there was no
sign of you so we thought we would wait a bit to see if you turned up,"
interrupted Animus excitedly. He sat on the pile of books Plantagenet had just
moved, making them wobble precariously under his weight. "We waited until
it was dark and I was just about to suggest we went back to the city to look
for you when this enormous silver creature burst through the woods nearly
scaring poor Plantagenet to death."


Plantagenet looked haughtily at his friend.
"Animus would have run away from the creature but before he could move the
animal grabbed him by his shirt sleeve and dragged him back along the path and
into the forest. Of course I followed with the intention of rescuing him as
soon as the beast let go of him."


"But the creature didn't let me go, instead it
dragged me into a small clearing and there you were! Both you and Rosera were
lying on the ground and you were covered in blood, lots of blood.”


"Animus thought the creature had killed you and
started jumping up and down trying to scare the beast away before it finished
eating you but it was quite plain to me that the creature was no more than a
large horse and you had been badly wounded, not half eaten."


Animus glared at his companion. "By the time Plantagenet
had recovered from the shock of seeing you both there on the forest floor I’d
set off to fetch the cart."


"He can't stand the sight of blood," put in Plantagenet
scornfully. "So by the time he’d found his way back to the clearing with
the assistance of that delightful horse, I’d sewn up your arm and made you both
comfortable."


"But I drove you back here," countered
Animus.


"And I made you better," concluded Plantagenet
with deft finality.


“I didn’t know you knew anything about tending to
wounds,” said Animus in sudden amazement.


“I haven’t always been a magician you know and there
are lots of things I know that you don’t know I know!”


Jonderill leant back against the wall, something nagging
unhappily at his mind as the two magicians argued with each other. "What
happened to Barrin, where is he?"


Plantagenet frowned and looked blankly at Animus. "As
far as I know Barrin is where he usually is, in the palace on guard or at his
father’s inn drinking ale.”


“You didn’t see him then, he wasn’t with Sansun or us or
standing nearby?”


“No, there was nobody there, only you and the Princess.
Is there something wrong?”


“Barrin helped us to get out of Alewinder; without him
we wouldn’t have escaped. He helped us to get out of the city gates and to the
edge of the forest where I told him he should stop and go back.” Jonderill
stopped for a moment feeling guilty about the way he’d lied to his friend.  “I’d told him that I could make him forget all
about helping us so he wouldn’t get into trouble when he went back to the city.
So when we reached the edge of the forest I tried to put an enchantment on him
but I felt all dizzy and I don’t remember anything else.”


“Well he’s obviously gone back to Alewinder or we
would have found him,” said Plantagenet with some certainty.


Animus nodded his head in agreement, “And if he’d told
anyone about where you and the Princess were the forest would be full of the
king’s guards by now, so I think we are safe.”


“But what about Barrin? What happens if he loses his
position in the guards because of me, or worse, what happens if they think he
was part of the plot and accuse him of being a traitor?”


“I don’t think that will happen,” said Plantagenet,
Barrin is a clever lad, he’ll know how to talk himself out of a tight corner.”


Jonderill shook his head. Plantagenet was right,
Barrin did know how to look after himself and in any case there was nothing he
could do for him now. "How long have I been asleep then?" He wished
he was back in that state again.


"Almost a day."


"And the Princess?"


"Oh, she woke up this morning with a terrible
headache and not remembering anything about last night," said Plantagenet
curiously. "At first we thought she’d been hurt and Maladran’s enchantment
had already worked, what with the silver horse being here but it hadn't of
course. I mixed up some powders to ease her poor head and then discovered that
she had no memory at all of her life as a princess.”


"But it's better than we could ever have hoped
for," interrupted the fat magician, knocking the pile of books over in his
excitement. "Not only can she not remember who she is but she can't
remember how unpleasant she used to be. Now she smiles and sings and sees
beauty in everything." Animus clapped his hands together and closed his
eyes whilst he beamed in pure delight.


"It's most perplexing though," mused Plantagenet
seriously. "I've never known that combination of powders to leave someone
with no memory at all and such a bad headache, it's almost as if the child had
been drinking. Now, boy, tell us what happened to you. You look as if you’ve
been in a battle."


Jonderill looked down at his freshly bandaged arm and
the healing balms that covered the narrow cut on his chest. Again he remembered
the feel of the knife in his hand as he pushed the point through resisting
flesh and the grating feeling as it glanced off his victim's ribs and into
Tarris's lungs. He felt sick at the callousness of the deed. One thrust had been
enough to stop Tarris and save his own life but the second thrust had been for
vengeance and pleasure. He pushed the thought to the back of his mind deciding
not to tell the magician what he’d done.


"I'm not sure," he lied. "I made a mess
of mixing the powders and then I had difficulty persuading the Princess to
drink the brew so I had to prove it was safe by drinking some myself. I think
that's what made me so dizzy, because after that things became a bit hazy
although I do remember falling and banging my head and cutting my arm badly on
a sharp candle stand. I’m afraid everything else is blank.”


"It was a good job Barrin and that horse were
there to help you both escape otherwise you could still be lying there injured."


"Or in the palace dungeons," added Animus in
alarm.


"The problem is we’re now stuck with the horse,
he just refuses to go away and as he’s silver in colour Maladran’s evil
enchantment is just there waiting to happen. If we don’t do something about the
horse soon all our planning and the trouble we’ve gone to to protect the
Princess will amount to nothing."


"I know you’re very fond of him and he clearly
likes you but he’s very big and quite frightening, don't you think you could
make him go away?" pleaded Animus, wringing his hands together.


"May I go and see him?


"Of course, my boy, if you think it’ll help and,
whilst you are gone, Plantagenet and I will light the fire and clean this mess
up."


Plantagenet gave a small groan and looked at Jonderill
in despair.


"I've a better idea," suggested Jonderill,
taking the hint from Plantagenet’s look. "The sun is shining so why don't
we all eat outside like we do on summer solstice day. Whilst I go and see to
Sansun you can get some bread and cheese which is in a basket somewhere and
there is some wine over by the hearth. Perhaps I could find some ground nuts
too for our desert and some wild honey. How does that sound?"


Animus looked delighted but Plantagenet looked miserable,
holding his hands out to indicate the deplorable state of the cottage. “What
about this mess?”


"I know," put in Animus brightly, "Let's
sleep outside tonight, then the mess won't matter."


"That won’t get rid of the mess; it’ll still be
there when we wake up in the morning." complained Plantagenet. 


"It's a wonderful idea," agreed Jonderill
with false enthusiasm. "You can study the path of the stars, as you’ve
been wanting to do for an age, and as for this mess, leave it to me to clean
up, that's the one thing I’m good at."


Animus and Plantagenet beamed at each other in
heartfelt agreement, completely missing the bitterness in Jonderill's voice. Their
past differences forgotten the two magicians began to search for dishes and
bowls, rummaging through boxes and adding to the chaos in the cottage. Jonderill
gingerly stood holding onto the rough wooden wall to stop himself swaying and
with his bare feet on the cold stone floor. He shook slightly from the effort
of moving and his legs felt wobbly whilst the gash on his arm burnt like fire.
Looking around the dusty room with its cobwebs trailing from ceiling to wall
his future didn’t seem particularly bright. Four summers of looking after two
helpless old men and a girl with no memory was not an exciting prospect. 


True he’d looked after the two magicians since they
had taken him for their apprentice but at least then he had been their
apprentice. He’d had the chance to watch and learn about magic even if he
couldn’t do it for himself but here, hiding from Maladran, there would be no
chance to learn or practice magic. There wouldn’t be the opportunity to learn
swordcraft either or meet his friends for a drink and a game of stones. In fact
he would be nothing more than the bound servant which seemed to be his destiny.


For a moment he considered leaving but that would mean
the magicians would eventually have to use their magic to survive. Maladran
would find them and their plan would fail. Despite his own feelings they
deserved better from him than that. With a sigh of resignation he pulled on his
boots and made his way to the door of the cottage.


He heard the girl singing as soon as he opened the
door, a sweet gentle voice, and almost childlike but with a clarity that any minstrel
would envy. The sun was shining brightly and sky flyers were singing in the
trees. Jonderill gritted his teeth. “Damn!” The last thing he needed at that
moment was facing the girl he’d so unceremoniously kidnapped and then having to
listen to her being happy about it. 


Instead he walked quickly to the rear of the cottage
where a broken fence enclosed an area of thin forest grass. Sansun raised his
head from where he was grazing and waited for Jonderill to come to his side and
rub his ears. "Thank you, I owe you my life and I won't forget it."
The horse whickered softly and rubbed its nose against Jonderill's arm.
"And now I have another task for you, my friend. I want you to turn to the
north and go far away from this place and never come back."


Sansun shook his head and neck in disagreement, making
his dark main shimmer against his silver coat.


"You must. You're a silver horse and your life
will be in danger here for as long as Maladran's enchantment remains. If anyone
finds you here they’ll take you back to Alewinder and the king will have you
killed." The stallion snorted disdainfully. "Please, Sansun, you must
go. Even if Maladran's curse or the thought of the king turning you into sly
hound meat doesn’t scare you, remember you are as much a fugitive from justice
as I am; you too made your mark on Tarris before he died."


Sansun stepped back and seemed to consider the
situation for a moment. "If you go north you’ll find Prince Pellum, he’s
always admired you and will give you a good home with a warm stable and oats to
eat but if you stay here all there is to eat is thin grass and dried leaves.
You don’t want to be stuck here like I am do you?”


Reluctantly the horse shook its head from side to side.
He whickered softly and gently rubbed his nose against Jonderill’s shoulder
before turning and slowly trotting away. Jonderill watched Sansun go until he
was out of sight, feeling a deep sense of loss, even though the horse had never
been his. He sighed and returned to the front of the cottage intending to go
inside and start cleaning up the mess the magicians had made. Instead he leaned
against the creaking doorpost and watched the golden-haired girl pick a
woodland daisy and carefully thread it on the chain with the others. 


She still wore the clothes he’d dressed her in when
he’d taken her from her room except now she had removed her jacket showing her
pale arms. Jonderill wondered if Plantagenet’s skills went as far as making dresses
or whether that would be something else he would have to do. Rosera put a
circlet of yellow and white flowers on her head to match the one around her
neck and the bracelet on each arm and then carried on making another chain
which was already long enough for another adornment. Sensing Jonderill's
presence she put the flowers down on her lap and looked up and smiled with blue
eyes full of joy and laughter.


"Hello," she said brightly and without a
trace of grandeur or scorn. "I'm Rosera, who are you?"


"I'm Jonderill."


"Do you live here too with Animus and Plantagenet
and me?" she asked innocently. Then she held up the daisy chain for him to
see her handiwork. "Animus showed me how to make this, would you like
it?"


Jonderill pushed himself away from his place by the
doorpost and went to kneel at the girl's side made speechless by her beauty.
She put the daisy chain around his neck and smiled in pleasure.


"I love flowers but so few grow here and these
are very small."


"If you like I’ll help you make a garden in front
of the cottage which will brighten it up no end and then you can have big,
bright flowers all summer long," suggested Jonderill on impulse.


"Oh that would be wonderful." She threw her
arms around his neck and gave him a big kiss on his cheek, making him blush.
"What can I do in return?" she asked eagerly. "I know. I can
help you to straighten the cottage and look after Animus and Plantagenet; they
don’t seem to be able to look after themselves very well do they? And when we’ve
finished they can stay and read their books and we can go for long walks in the
forest, just you and me. Would you like that?"


Jonderill nodded, speechless. Perhaps the next four summers
weren’t going to be so bad after all.


*


"What do you mean you can't find them?"
screamed Sarrat, leaping from the chair his guest had offered him in Maladran’s
high tower room and advancing on the magician threateningly. "You’re meant
to be a master magician, the best there is, able to destroy a man's mind with
just a thought and yet you let a girl and two doddering old men challenge your
spell, elude all pursuit and make me look like a fool. I tell you, Maladran,
you may be content to let this matter rest but I‘m not. I’ll not be made to
look like the biggest fool in the six kingdoms. Do you understand?"


Maladran winced under the verbal tirade of his furious
king as he knelt on the stone floor in front of him. As soon as he’d returned
to his tower and had tried to use his scrying globe he knew that something was
wrong and now he was exhausted from futile hours of scrying that had badly
drained him of his powers. He didn’t know how Sarrat had found out so quickly
that the girl was missing and his spy was dead but the timing couldn’t have
been worse. His king’s unexpected arrival at his tower had caught him when he
was too exhausted to resist or respond to the king’s anger and too weak to
retaliate as his master reviled him in front of the sneering kingsguard.


"I told you, Maladran, if I couldn’t have her
then nobody would but instead of destroying her as I commanded and being done
with it you allowed two senile old men to usurp your power and preserve her life.
In a hundred summers, when I’m dead and gone, she’ll be free to mock me and all
because you let your own personal feelings to come before your duty to me."


The magician continued staring at the floor,
considering Sarrat's words. He’d done what his master had commanded and put a
death spell on the girl who’d chosen someone else instead of him. Deep inside
he knew he could have made the spell stronger, he could have made it
irrevocable and the girl would have died there and then. Instead he’d used his
powers with reluctance and secretly he’d been pleased at the course of events.


Even now with Sarrat ranting in front of him he didn’t
regret the grain of mercy he’d shown. He’d known that Sarrat wouldn’t be
pleased when he found out that the girl would live until her sixteenth birthday
but that didn’t bother him. However, he’d seriously underestimated the ability
of Steppen’s two magicians to soften the enchantment and then whisk her away so
he couldn’t reverse what they’d done.


The loss of Sarrat’s spy in Vinmore was not helping
either. He’d seen the king's temper before when his plans had been thwarted and
knew what the likely outcome would be if he didn’t handle this situation
carefully. It had been his plan to put up some arcane resistance to limit
Sarrat's fury when he found out what had happened; something to subdue his
anger, but despite his efforts to empty his mind and focus his power, nothing
would come together. He was as helpless as a first day apprentice. So for now all
he he could do was bow his head and kneel in submission just biding his time
until his powers recovered and he could regain his focus.


"I've had enough of listening to your
advice," continued Sarrat, taking another step forward. "If it wasn't
for your schemes and plans I would have been master of Vinmore years ago, the
royal house would be no more and I could have had the princess whenever I
wanted her but you persuaded me to wait. Now I am going to act and do things my
way. When I am rid of Sandstrone’s nomads who dare to raid my borders I shall
dispose once and for all of the brigands and traitors who plague my kingdom.
After that I will invade Vinmore and make it my own." 


He took a final threatening step towards the magician.
"Now listen to me, Maladran, and listen carefully, you have failed me for
the last time. I have the strongest army and the most swords in the six
kingdoms and that means I no longer need your advice or your useless spells.
You are an anachronism, the last of your kind and I don't need you anymore, I
denounce you as my magician and I no longer support you or protect you."


Maladran looked up from the stone floor in disbelief,
which changed rapidly to alarm at the look on Sarrat’s face. For the first time
in their long and stormy relationship Sarrat showed no fear of him, only
contempt. He gave a vicious laugh and indicated to the guards by the door to
approach. Maladran didn’t bother turning to watch them, there was no point, he
knew what they looked like in their studded leather uniforms and swords at their
sides but for all their weapons not one of them would dare to touch him. He
glared at Sarrat, his mind already contemplating his revenge when he’d regained
sufficient strength to call on his powers. 


The kingsguard stopped beside Maladran and for a
moment hesitated to touch the magician until Sarrat scowled threateningly at Guardcaptain
Gartnor. Maladran saw Sarrat give a signal but was still taken by surprise when
the guards at his side dared to take hold of his arms and twist them painfully
behind his back. He looked up and hissed at Sarrat, focusing what little power
he had left to repel the attack from the kingsguard. His magic was slow to
respond and before his power could focus Gartnor grabbed his hair and roughly
dragged his head back allowing Sarrat to rip the golden torc from his throat.


Instantly all thought was shattered and the void where
his power was gathering exploded in blinding white light. Maladran screamed in
agony as searing flames burnt in his head and shrivelled his eyes. He could
think of nothing except the pain as the torture continued intensifying with
each jolting step taken by the kingsguard as they hauled him to his feet and
dragged him across the stone floor to take him to the dark cells below the
ancient tower.


Time meant nothing in his mindless agony. He felt
cruel knives tearing his flesh and red hot irons being bound around his hands
and feet. Malicious hands beat him to the floor where he stayed on the edge of
consciousness but any hurt was insignificant compared to the fire in his mind
where the power had been torn from him. When the torture was too much and he
teetered on the edge of madness a goblet was forced between his clenched teeth
and an icy, syrupy draught poured down his parched throat.


Slowly the pain eased and he opened his eyes, raising
himself from his abasement at the foot of the chair where Sarrat sat. Only a
moment had passed and he was unharmed and free of any fetters but a deep,
consuming emptiness filled him. He looked with unfocused eyes on the man who
was now truly his master.


"Surely you didn't think I would keep you at my
side without having the knowledge of how to destroy you?”


"No, master," he whispered painfully.


"Oh Maladran, what have you become?" asked
the softest and most sympathetic of voices. "You were my chosen one, the
strongest and most powerful, my champion and yet you let yourself be brought to
this, and do you know why?”


"Because I cannot find and kill the princess, My
Lord."


"No, Maladran, because you have betrayed me. You
have put your own feelings before mine and allowed them to cloud your judgement.
In doing so you have betrayed us both. What do you think the punishment should
be for your betrayal?" 


"Death," whispered Maladran, almost pleading
for its release.


Sarrat laughed, a cold harrowing sound which held no
mirth. "Your death would be a blessing to you now but it would give me
little pleasure. No, Maladran, I won’t deprive myself of such enjoyment.
Instead I shall continue to punish you and punish you severely as a lesson to
others who put their own desires before their loyalty to me. From this day
onwards you will remain in your tower, never to leave its confines and you will
continue as my soul searcher, extracting the truth from those I send to you.
Only now you will have to work with your own hands, to steep them in the blood
of others, bereft of any arcane power. As you work, remember what it was like
to have the key to endless power and then having it torn from you, Maladran,
for every time you feel some mercy or care for the person you are questioning
your feelings will ignite the flame of my displeasure."


His voice once again became silky and serene. "My
poor Maladran, to lose your humanity in the blood of others will be a long,
slow torment for you but it will be good for your soul."


"I was a fool," whispered the magician.


"You were, Maladran," agreed Sarrat,
"but you can become strong again. I was careful not to destroy your mind completely
as you once destroyed Yarrin’s. The drug I have given you will keep the madness
at bay and, in time, the focus of your power will recover from the violence I
have subjected it to sufficiently for you to be of some use to me again.
However, you will never be the same, not until I have forgiven you enough to
return the torc to you. That will only happen if the Princess dies before the
magician's enchantment keeps her forever safe from my vengeance. Think on that,
Maladran. A chance to escape the pathetic creature you now are, reason enough
to live and learn to obey my will. What do you say, Maladran?"


"My lord, my life is yours and your will is my
command."


Sarrat smiled in satisfaction but missed the look of
defiance in Maladran's eyes and the whispered vow on his lips.



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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Betrayal



 

 


     Jarrul rode
through the gloom of the Darkling Woods, his horse’s hooves crunching fallen
leaves and sending small woodland animals scuttling out of his way. Above a sky
caller shrieked its annoyance at being disturbed, its call echoing around the
closely packed trees. The stiff breeze rattled the top most leaves sending
flickering patterns of sunlight across the woodland floor as he rode passed the
first lookout post on the outskirts of their camp.


He knew that his progress was being carefully observed
but was pleased that the outpost guard was completely hidden from his view.
Twenty paces further on the leaves of a sapling blanchwald parted with a loud
rustle and a cheerful face with bright blue eyes and a sprinkling of freckles
peered out, giving him a friendly grin and a welcoming wave. He gave a sigh of exasperation;
it would seem that some people still thought that this was a game.


The second outpost was as poor as the first one had
been good and he was only grateful that he wasn’t being followed or else they
would have been in trouble. When he reached camp he would have to have strong
words with the boy who so easily gave his position away, although he knew it
was unlikely to make much difference. Still bristling with annoyance, he
automatically stopped his horse at the edge of a fast moving stream that ran to
the east of the encampment and waited patiently whilst the guard from the final
outpost checked that he wasn’t being followed. After a moment or two the low
call of a tree leaper sounded from behind him giving him the all clear to
proceed.


Next to him, on a sturdy black mare, sat a stocky man
who sighed repeatedly at the long delay. His thick, beringed fingers clutched
the saddle horn, helping to keep his balance whilst his eyes blinked
uncomfortably behind the dark sack which acted as a blindfold. The man’s gaudy
silk breaches and shirt rippled in the breeze and looked out of place next to
Jarrul's huntsman's leathers. The bright red cloak he wore, with the arms of
his house embroidered on the back, was better suited to a parade ground or a
ballroom rather than in the woodlands and his empty scabbard hung forlornly at
his side. Lord Tulreth of Leersland had made this journey half a dozen times
with news for the rebels about Sarrat’s grip on the land and the movement of
troops and each time the wearisome security precautions irked him more and
more.


"Is this really necessary?" he grumbled, his
voice muffled by the rough woven sack over his head. "Surely I’m one of
you by now and can be trusted?"


"It’s for your own protection. What you don't
know, Sarrat's soul searcher can't get out of you," replied Jarrul,
purposely answering the first part of the question only. If he’d had his way
they would have sent the fat lord packing with a sword up his arse the first
time he had contacted them with information about Sarrat’s movements. However there
was no denying that the information he’d passed on had been useful and, so far,
accurate. Saying that, Jarrul didn’t trust him, there was something sly about
the man which made his skin crawl.


A boy in woodland green stepped from the shadows behind
a broad tree trunk and waved them forward, darting back into cover as soon as
they moved. Jarrul led Tulreth's horse by the reins upstream for a short while
and then up a slight rise out onto a stony bank where no hoof prints could be
left. A dozen paces further on, the thick screen of everleaf thinned and opened
out into a large forest clearing dappled with sunlight. A circle of huts made
from interwoven branches, mud and debris from the forest floor marked the
perimeter of the clearing.


Each hut opened into the centre of the camp where
strips of wild forest buck dried over smoking fires. The oldest huts, built
when they had first set up their camp over four summers ago, had moss growing
on the roof whilst the newest still had green leaves attached to supporting
branches. Children played in the central area around the frames of drying meat and
those people who were not out hunting, guarding the camp or tending the
woodland grazers were employed in making weapons, or clothing or some other item
needed to sustain the life of the growing woodland community.


Normally Jarrul's return would cause little
excitement; most of those who lived there were used to him coming and going. At
most one or two children would run forward to take his horse or, if he’d been
hunting, some of the women would be ready to take his kill but today was
different. Today he had brought Tulreth and that meant important news and most
likely action.


He pulled his horse to a halt and passed both sets of
reins to a waiting boy in tunic and sandals before dismounting and helping
Tulreth to clamber awkwardly out of his saddle. The blindfolded man was
disorientated and stumbled into Jarrul's arms only to be roughly pushed away.
As far as Jarrul was concerned he tolerated the lord because he was useful but
his sickly perfume and jewels and unpleasant sexual preferences turned his
stomach.


He pushed the lord roughly forward towards one of the
larger, older huts, giving someone else the disagreeable task of removing the
sack over Tulreth’s head which would be lined with his slobber and spittle. As
soon as he’d passed the lord onto someone else a small thin man, who barely
reached his shoulder and had a face like a weasel, slapped him on the shoulder
and thrust a goblet of watered wine into his hand. The man grinned and Jarrul
returned the greeting of his best friend almost as if he were his brother,
punching him playfully on the arm.


"'Owsit go brother? I sees the slime crawler didn'a
do owt yer could spike 'im fer."


"Tulreth's our friend," reproved Jarrul
without conviction, "and if you're not careful he'll get one of his
flunkies to spike you for calling him names."


"I wish 'e'd try. I jus’ need an excuse ta stick
‘im good an’ proper."


The two men laughed at their own private joke and
ducked through the leather door flap and into the hut, their arms around each
other's shoulder. It was a strange friendship, the broad huntsman and the
slight thief but one which was bound by their mutual appreciation of the
other's skill and their unswerving loyalty to the leader they served. Both bowed
briefly and took their seats on one of the levelled logs which acted as both
benches and tables in the dimly lit hut.


Lord Tulreth, free at last from his blindfold, blinked
in the dull light of the single lantern suspended from a roof beam and slowly
focused his eyes on the young woman who sat on the raised platform of furs and
hides opposite him. He bowed deeply in his best courtly manner and gave her an
ingratiating smile, glancing furtively around to see who else was there. It was
the same group as before; two escaped slaves, a condemned village elder, a
disgraced foreign mercenary, an exiled lord, the huntsman and his sly friend
and of course the woman.


He bowed again to her and then gratefully sat down at
her invitation on the log opposite, mopping his sweating brow on a flimsy piece
of fabric with a lace edge. A girl of about ten summers, with brown curly hair
and bare arms and legs entered carrying a tray of clay goblets which she passed
from person to person. Tulreth followed her with avaricious eyes and licked his
lips in anticipation. When she handed him his goblet he let his hand stray onto
hers, keeping it there for longer than was necessary.


"What have you got for us this time?" asked
the woman sharply, her disgust at his lechery undisguised.


"News of the upmost importance, Your Highness,"
replied Tulreth, returning his attention to the Lady Tarraquin. Four summers of
living in the Darkling Forest had added a wildness to her beauty but he wasn’t
attracted to her; his hostess was too old for his tastes, he preferred his bed
partners to be younger, much younger.


"Well, are you going to tell us or are you going
to sit there all day?" She shared Jarrul's feelings of dislike for the
perverted lord but, like Jarrul, she tolerated him because he was useful.


"You know I wouldn’t impose on your generous
hospitality unless there were sudden changes which could benefit us both and fill
my poor treasury at a time when it’s a shadow of its former self.”


"If the information is worth it we’ll pay your
usual price."


"And perhaps the girl as a bonus?" he asked,
looking to the door flap where the child had just disappeared. The sound of the
thief drawing his knife brought his attentions back to those in the room and he
sighed in disappointment. "It was only a thought." 


"Well don't think about it again," snapped
Tarraquin. "Now what do you have for us?"


Tulreth smiled slyly and looked from face to face to
make sure his audience was listening attentively. "Sarrat’s finally had
enough of the nomad’s raids on his southern border and is going to deal with
Tallison personally. He’ll be leaving within days and he's taking his army with
him." 


A look of amazement and surprise touched everyone,
even those who usually remained cynical about such rumours. To one side of the
hut the two escaped slaves started muttering quietly to the foreign mercenary.
Tulreth was obviously pleased at the effect his information had on the group
and sat back looking smug.


"How do you know this isn't just another rumour?"
asked Jarrul cautiously.


"I know, dear boy, because Sarrat has given me
the odious and expensive task of guarding Tarmin and in particular his fortress
whilst he’s gone. That means I, and of course my dear friends, have unopposed
access to wherever they or I want to go whilst he is away on his little
escapade."


For a moment there was stunned silence and then a
barrage of questions exploded, some genuine and some intended to trip him up if
he was lying. By the time he’d finished satisfying them that his information
was genuine another two goblets of wine had been served and drunk and Tulreth's
voice was hoarse from talking over the voices of the others in the hut.
Tarraquin called for silence at last and the leaders of the rebel band sat
trying to digest all they’d heard, looking at each other with a mixture of
anticipation and disbelief. They all knew better than to make any comment
whilst Tulreth was still amongst them but the tension was like a strung bow
ready to be released.


"The information you have brought us is of great
interest so we’ll pay you your outrageous price but without the bonus.”


Tulreth smiled slyly and licked his lips. “That’s a
lot of coin for you to find here in the woods so I’ll be happy to take the girl
in part payment.”


“We’ve enough for our needs without selling our
children to the likes of you” snapped Tarraquin.


“You must have a rich backer then, perhaps someone
with an interest in seeing you on the throne of Leersland instead of Sarrat.
Now I wonder who that could be?”


“Those who support my claim are none of your business,
Lord Tulreth. Now answer me just one last question and believe me you had
better answer it truthfully if you want to keep your perverted manhood intact.
Why have you told us all of Sarrat's plans when it’ll be obvious to him who has
betrayed him?"


"The same reason you oppose him; hatred, my lady,
pure and simple. As you know I was a strong adherent of your late father's, may
the heavens keep his soul, and I’ve remained loyal to his memory and of course
to you ever since." Tarraquin looked cynical. "Also Sarrat’s fines
for my one time indiscretion have ruined me. It’s therefore a matter of
expediency to see his plans thwarted and do what I can to see you restored to
the throne, which is rightfully yours. This is the best chance you’ll have of
taking the fortress and Tarmin and without those Leersland will never be yours.
In return all I ask is the restoration of my treasury and the pleasures he has
taken from me and, of course, a place on your council when you are queen of
Leersland."


"You know what we’ll do to you if you are playing
us false?" said the scarred man who Tulreth had identified as the
disgraced foreign mercenary from his place by the two escaped slaves.


For the first time Tulreth looked nervous and
swallowed hard. "I can guess but that won’t be necessary.  I swear on all that is sacred every word I
have said to you is true. Sarrat and his army will leave and with my help by
the time they return you will be in control of Tarmin and Tarraquin will be
sitting on the throne of Leersland with the support of the people behind her."


"We accept your word to be the truth," said
Tarraquin suddenly rising from her seat. "But your price will only be sent
to you if we decide to act on your information."


Sweat rolled down Tulreth's brow. "And will you
act on my information?"


"That is yet to be decided."


"But I need to know. You will need me to get you passed
the guards and into the fortress and I will need to plan that carefully,"
he said almost desperately.


"If we need your assistance you’ll be informed. Until
then you will keep your mouth shut and keep out of Sarrat's way in case he
smells the stink of your fear." 


She nodded to Jarrul who heaved Tulreth up by the
shoulder of his silk shirt and roughly pulled the sack back over his head. He
pushed the lord outside and handed him to the guide who would take him back to
Tarmin. If it had been up to him Tulreth wouldn’t have left the camp alive but
it wasn’t his decision so he walked back into the hut. He could tell by the
grim smiles on his companions’ faces that they had already decided to act on
Tulreth's information but he was not so sure about it.


"Well, what do you think? Did he tell the truth
or not?" Tarraquin looked from man to man, waiting for their answer.


"The slime crawler's too scared to lie,"
sneered the mercenary with a mocking laugh, “he was sweating like a mud
grunter.”


"Yes but scared of who?" asked Jarrul.
"What you would do to him if he betrayed us would be nothing compared to what
Maladran would do to him if he betrayed Sarrat."


"He's too greedy not to tell the truth,"
said the elder rubbing the rope burn scar around his neck where he had been
condemned to death for speaking out against Sarrat's taxes but had been rescued
from the hanging tree by the rebel band. "His type will sell their soul
for gold."


"Our gold or Sarrat's gold?" questioned
Jarrul, receiving a sour look from the older man.


"His information has been good in the past,"
put in the mercenary.


"And I remember that his support of King Malute before
his murder was absolutely genuine," added the exiled lord.


"Do we have any option?" questioned one of
the two escaped slaves. They were twins and had been taken from the back streets
of Tarmin by Sarrat’s tax collectors and sold to Essenland. Both bore deep
scars from the lash across their backs and the callused red circles made by the
slave rings they had worn around their wrists.


"If Sarrat's journey results in a victory over
the southern nomads there will be no curtailing his ambitions. There will be
nothing to stop him from attacking Vinmore’s borders on his return and there
will be no hope of that country defending itself. The kingdom will fall quickly
and Sarrat will become so powerful we’ll never be able to oppose him. With more
slaves to sell to Essenland’s silver mines he will be able to equip an army
large enough to wipe us out of this and every other hiding place."


His brother nodded in agreement. "And the time is
right. If he’s free to attack Vinmore then surely we’ll be his next target. If
we can take Tarmin and his fortress now whilst he and his army are away in the
south, we can place you on the throne of Leersland. Tulreth said you rightfully
belong there and all the lords who were loyal to your father will flock to your
side. Even those who weren’t loyal will be glad to support you if it means
getting rid of Sarrat.”


Tarraquin put her fingers to her lips and looked
thoughtful, almost convinced that it was the right thing to do. She looked to
her two remaining counsellors for their support. 


Jarrul shook his head. "I think the man
lies."


"Me instincts tells me Jarrul’s right,"
interrupted Perguine. "The opp’tunity is jus’ too good, it’s jus’ too convien’ant"


Tarraquin turned away, dismissing the comment with
some annoyance which she didn’t want the others to see. The chance to snatch
the throne which was her birthright from the man she hated was not one she
would easily pass up, especially on the basis of a thief’s instincts and
Jarrul’s personal dislike of the information bringer.


"The decision is made then. We’ll take Tarmin and
Sarrat's stronghold with Lord Tulreth's help as soon as Sarrat and his army cross
the border and let's pray that for once, Sarrat does what he says he is going
to do and does take all his army with him."


There was enthusiastic agreement and immediately two
groups split up and started making plans. Jarrul watched for a few minutes not
wanting to join in but unsure what to do to persuade Tarraquin that this was a
bad idea. Perguine raised his eyebrows in question and together they crossed to
where Tarraquin had retaken her seat. They squatted by her side and leaned
close to her so that only she could hear their words of warning.


"The Lord Tulreth aint an ‘onest man," began
the thief hesitantly. Tarraquin gave him a quizzical look making him hold his
tongue.


"I don't like this either,” confirmed Jarrul, “There's
something not right about the whole thing, it feels like a forest where you
can't hear the sky callers sing."


She smiled and touched his hand affectionately.
"Don't worry, Jarrul, it’ll be all right, just trust me."


Jarrul looked up into her dark eyes and gave in, as he
always did. "I do trust you, I trust you with my life, it's just Tulreth I
don't trust."


*


The sound of the empty goblet rolling on the floor
echoed around the room and the spilt red wine pooled around it like blood. In
the silence which followed the only sound which could be heard was King
Borman’s heavy breathing. Even the guards who stood around the throne room
stood so rigidly to attention, their eyes fixed straight in front ignoring
their king’s display of anger that the normal scrape of their mail was missing.
Nobody moved to pick up the thrown goblet and the spilt red wine.


On the floor in front of the king the messenger knelt,
his sodden cloak lying limply across his shoulders and his muddy boots leaving
dark marks on the white marble floor. Blood dripped from a bandaged wrist as
the man shook with fatigue.


“Tell me again, Sallins.”


“They came out of the sea mist, Sire and had landed
before the people knew they were there. One village was wiped out before the
alarm was raised and the rest died defending their homes before the guard could
be called. Two estates and three villages burnt to the ground, the men slaughtered,
women raped and children stolen.”


“Bloody hellden, I should cut your guts out for your
failure. You’re supposed to be the shield from these northern barbarians but instead
you’ve let these North Sea raiders rape my land and all you can do is whimper
like a whipped sly hunter.”


The messenger lifted his head, tears running from one
eye and a bloody bandage covering the other. “Do as you wish, there’s nothing more
you can do to me, My Liege, worse than has already been done, even if you were
to hang me from your castle walls and let a raptor’s talons tear my flesh until
I’m dead. My home is ashes, my wife and heir are dead and my children have
gone. My men and I fought them from headland to headland until there were only
enough of them left to drag me away from the battle. And where were you, My Lord,
when you were needed? Where were you and your men when the people of the north
coast needed your support and the strength of your soldiers?”


“You dare question me, your king?”


“I have nothing left but questions, My Lord King. Even
now as I bring you this news the other coastal lords are fighting to hold the
invaders back but neither of them are equipped to be any more successful than I
was. You take our taxes and our young men for your plots and leave us with part
time soldiers, just fishermen with swords and a few candle lengths practice.
Where are the guards you promised to send us a year ago?” Lord Sallins dropped
his eyes to the ground, his shoulders heaving with the emotion of his outburst.


“My army guards the southern border from threat of
invasion from Leersland and they patrol the Blue River to stop people crossing
from Vinmore. They cannot be in three places at once.”


The coastal lord shook his head and looked up again.
“No, my liege. There’s no threat from Vinmore and your army sits on Leersland’s
borders doing nothing. We are your people too, Your Majesty, and you have a
duty to protect us.”


Borman glared down at the exhausted lord, his anger
simmering. “Nobody reminds a king of their duty and gets away with it,
especially not a minor lord from the salt coast. Rastor, find Lord Sallins
somewhere secure to stay whilst I decide what to do with him, then join me in
the map room. The rest of you are dismissed.”


The King turned angrily on his heel and marched
through the private door which connected his apartments with the throne room
followed by his constant escort of four armed guards. Once the door was closed
behind him Rastor pulled the kneeling lord to his feet and pushed him roughly
towards the closed double doors of the throne room. A phalanx of six guards
closed in around him in case he should try to escape and escorted him out of
the room.


As they passed Callabris the white robe leant towards
his protector and spoke softly into his ear so that Rastor couldn’t hear what
they were saying. Allowyn nodded once and left his master’s side to slip out of
one of the throne room’s many side doors ignored by the soldiers on guard who
were used to his coming and going on his master’s business. 


The magician waited until the throne room had emptied
and crossed to where Lord Sallins had knelt. He touched the blood which had
dripped from the man’s wrist and closed his eyes. The man’s pain and anguish
filled his mind and images of the last desperate battle he had fought on the
windblown headland, outnumbered by the savage raiders from the north five to
one, filled his sight. He nodded once having seen as much as he needed and
shook the blood from his fingers, smearing the remainder on the floor. Callabris
stood and using the door to the king’s private apartments followed him to the
map room where he knew he would be waiting for his report.


Callabris took his time climbing the two flights of
stairs to the long corridor which led to the map room. Borman needed the extra
time to calm down and he needed to decide on the best way to guide the King to
a course of action which would help the people of the northern coast and not
just satisfy the King’s temper. He wondered if his true calling was as a
diplomat rather than a magician but concluded that as far as serving the King
of Northshield was concerned the two were the same.


The long corridor was quiet and the doors of the other
meeting rooms and the entrance to the scriptorium were closed. He passed a
small guard room where two of the king’s escort sat playing stones at a plain
wooden table whilst their brothers in arms kept guard outside the map room
opposite. Callabris let himself in and took up position to one side of the
window and watched Borman study a map of the six kingdoms spread out on the
table in the centre of the room.


“Well?” questioned Borman without bothering to turn
around to face his magician.


“The man is genuine.”


“That’s not the point, he had no right to talk to me
like that.”


“No, My Lord, he didn’t but he was distraught. The fighting
was as bloody as any I have ever seen and he’s lost everything that mattered to
him.” Callabris hesitated for a moment, “and the people of the north think that
you’ve abandoned them. Such thoughts are dangerous if they take hold and
spread.”


“Rebellion?”


“No, not yet but the seed is there. If you leave the
people of the north to face this on their own then the seed may well flourish.”


“And Sallins?”


“As I said, distraught but wanting to believe that
you’ll do your duty by your people and be the true shield of the north.”


Borman stared at the map thoughtfully and only looked
up when a sharp knock at the door interrupted his contemplation. The guard
opened the door and Rastor marched into the room with a satisfied look on his
face and bowed to his king. The protector slipped in behind him and gave a
brief nod to the magician before taking up his usual position. Borman returned
to studying his map.


“Callabris and I were discussing the nature of
rebellion and how easily it grows. How is Sarrat’s little problem coming
along?”


Rastor grinned slyly, “With your support, Your Majesty,
it’s doing very well. The constant picking of the rebels at Sarrat’s rule is
like a scab which won’t heal and with Maladran confined to his tower for the
last four summers Sarrat has lost the grip he had on the kingdom. With a little
more encouragement I think the rebel leader will soon be ready to make her bid
for the throne. At the same time Tallison runs rampant over his southern lands
so all we need to do is increase our support to him and Leersland will be ripe
for the taking.”


Callabris shook his head in disagreement but didn’t
comment.


“Yes, Tallison. I’ve had more demands from him for
horses and weapons so that he can move further into Leersland. It seems that part
of my plan has been a little too successful and the sand crawler is burrowed in
so well that when the time comes he may be difficult to dig out and put back
into his place.”


Callabris moved forward to the map table, his
protector one step behind. “I’ve heard that his son keeps no prisoners and any
who are caught are sent back to his father to become blood sacrifices to his
vile god. Whatever they touch they destroy, with the exception of the horse herds
of course, and south Leersland is becoming a wasteland. It may not be wise to
give the fanatic more support else there will be nothing left of worth in
Leersland for you to take.”


Borman raised an eyebrow in surprise and laughed.
“You’ve discovered my change in plan even before I was fully certain of it
myself. Yes, whilst it would be simpler to move into Vinmore from a position of
strength on Leersland’s throne a more subtle approach may be better especially
as there could be more than one kingdom at stake. In any case the throne will
be easy to take once Sarrat is disposed of and that young frip of a girl is
seated there. 


“However, I do take your point about Tallison becoming
too big for his boots. It would be bothersome if the first thing I had to do as
king of Leersland was to commit my army to sweeping the nomads back into their
desert sands when I needed them elsewhere. I think it’s time for a change in
tactics.”


He wandered across to the long window and looked out
thoughtfully across the ornamental gardens that separated the palace from its
surrounding wall. His father and his magician had built a maze and from his
height he could see the puzzle of pathways which led to the prize in the centre.
He’d walked the maze many times with a plan of its pathways in his hand but he’d
never managed to reach the centre. The same wouldn’t happen to him as he walked
the maze to the thrones of Vinmore and Leersland.


“Sarrat clearly is not strong enough to defeat the
nomads by himself and at the same time continue to contain the rebellion so we’ll
have to give him a helping hand. Two divisions disguised as mercenaries sent to
the southern border should do it and if they were retained by Sarrat after his
victory that would be very convenient. Rastor, see to it. Pick the most loyal
men and put them under the command of that young Captain Malinger, I wouldn’t
want them changing sides on me.”


“When Tallison finds out you’ve betrayed him I
wouldn’t give a bent gellstart for Lord Rother’s life.”


Borman shrugged. “He’s not a great loss but I would
rather not lose my advantage over Tallison if I can help it. Perhaps I should
send a message to Tallison so that he knows he’s been holding worthless coinage
for the last four summers before he decides to send Rothers back to me in
pieces. Rastor, find Prince Isallin and kill him, messily, and then send his
body back to his father.”


“What about the girl?”


Borman thought for a moment with a frown on his face. “There’s
something about the girl that has never really appealed to me, perhaps it’s knowing
that she was Tallison’s whore. On the other hand she was a gift so I don’t feel
inclined to send her back but I don’t want to keep her either.”


“I’d be happy to take her off your hands,” laughed
Rastor. “I like mine savage.”


“No, she was a gift meant for a king and that puts her
out of reach of your prick. I think I’ll send her to King Porteous’s eldest son
as a token of my esteem, I hear that he has a way with women that would make
Tallison’s hair curl, if he had any.”


“And what of Lord Sallins and the north?” asked
Callabris.


“Ah yes, I think its time I became a saviour, don’t
you? What did you do with him Rastor?”


“I have him held secure in a second level dungeon, Sire.”


Borman raised his arms in exasperation, “Idiot! The
man’s a lord not some peasant, can’t you do anything right?”


Callabris intervened. “My Lord, I took the liberty of
arranging some small comforts for your guest, food, some clean clothing, light
and warmth and have sent your personal physician to attend to him. He will be
at ease enough until you are ready to lead your army north.”


Rastor glared at the magician but Borman laughed.
“Thank the gods I’ve someone with some nous around here. Rastor, go and get
things prepared, I want the army heading north within seven days.”


The three men bowed to their king and started to leave
but Borman called for his magician to stay, causing Rastor to give him a look
which could have killed. Allowyn bristled at the implied threat until Callabris
put a restraining hand on his shoulder and guided him to the door. When the
door had shut behind them, Borman poured two goblets of wine and passed one to
Callabris, indicating that he should sit.


“Rastor can be a fool but he is a loyal fool. You and
that Protector of yours should be careful not to antagonise him too much; what
he lacks in subtlety he makes up for with his sword skills.” Callabris just
shrugged.


“Now, my friend, I have a task for you. As you already
know Leersland is not my only goal as I have eyes on Vinmore as well. However,
to take them both I need to prevent any interference from the other kingdoms.
Essenland has the goddess’s Enclave and will keep itself to itself but I need
to keep Tarbis weak and out of the game. With a legitimate heir on the throne
with his own ambitions Tarbis could be a threat to me in the future so I want
to keep things uncertain there until I am ready to make my next move. So you
see, with my change in tactics and playing the hero in the north I need someone
to take care of Prince Newn for me and that’s where you come in.”


“You know that I won’t kill him?”


“Who said anything about killing him? That would upset
his people too much. I hear that he’s an arrogant pup who has all the makings
of becoming a vicious dog once he takes the throne and disposes of the
moderating influence of his uncle. No, I just want him out of the way for the
time being so that he has time to grow up and become more reasonable with the option
of his long term disposal if necessary. I’ve been receiving some encouraging
correspondence from his uncle which would leave me to believe that our
intervention would not be unwelcome. So we need to think of something which
would aid the regency, remove the Prince from the populace and weaken the
kingdom. Something that if things didn’t go as planned couldn’t be traced back
to me.”


Callabris thought for a moment. “It could be possible
if Lord Farrion was to cooperate but it would require me to go there in
disguise and it would take a little time to arrange.”


“Good, but don’t take your protector with you, he’s
far too noticeable, and don’t take too long, I need you back here with me as
soon as I finish in the north.”


“And in return?”


“In return I will ensure your brother’s death at the
hands of the fanatic is well and truly avenged.”


Callabris smiled grimly and drank to seal the
arrangement.


*


"It looks peaceful enough," commented Tarraquin
from her place of concealment in the unlit side street. The night was dark with
heavy clouds which threatened rain and the half moon was well hidden. 


The rebels had entered Tarmin in twos and threes over
the last few days dressed as herders or farm labourers and staying at inns or
with sympathisers throughout the city. So far nobody had stopped to question
them or wondered who they were but it was only a matter of time before one of
them was discovered. On the first night when they were all in the city and it
had dropped dark they had gathered in a side street close enough to the
fortress to quickly reach its gates but far enough away for them not to be seen
by the gate guards.


She peered through the darkness to where torchlight
illuminated the grim fortress, Sarrat's seat of power and now the only bastion
in Leersland that still stood. In her father's time there had been other
castles across the land and on the borders owned by the Great Lords. When Sarrat
had seized the throne he’d ordered them to be pulled down and had used their
stone to enlarge and reinforce his own fortress in the heart of Tarmin.


By doing so he’d made it almost impregnable, whilst
ensuring that the homes his courtiers were allowed to maintain were weak and
vulnerable. The fortress was huge and sprawling, taking up parts of the city
which had once been occupied by wealthy merchants. Its high crenulated walls
encompassed a small city in its own right with its own workshops and trade
halls, markets and barracks and with the king's keep at its centre, guarded by
his well armed guards. 


Huge gates allowed the citizenry of Leersland access
to the fortress to trade and work in there in daylight hours but only those who
were invited entered the innermost keep. Should an army invade Leersland or
insurrection take place, then the city would have to fall first before the
fortress could be attacked whilst spears, arrows, boulders and hot oil would
rain down on the attackers. It was little wonder that in all its long history
the fortress had never been taken from the outside by force, and now, with
Sarrat's added fortifications, the task would seem even more impossible.


"There are fewer guards on the castle walls than
normal," conceded Jarrul reluctantly, "but there are still two of
Sarrat's guards on each gate and others walking the ramparts. Whatever Tulreth
says, I don't believe they’re just going to stand there and let us pass into
their fortress unopposed."


"Nonsense, my dear boy, I may not be the king's
favourite lord but he trusts me enough to make me the new fortress commander
whilst His Majesty is away and I can assure you my guards and I are free to
come and go at any time of the day or night. Now stop worrying and let's get
moving before someone thinks to ask why I’m arriving at the castle at such a
late hour when everyone knows that by this time I’m normally in bed with
someone young and soft to keep me warm.”


Tulreth left the concealment of the side road and gave
the waiting company of uniformed soldiers a brief appraisal. He needed to
satisfy himself that the band of outlaws, exiled lords and King Malute's loyal
supporters who he’d helped to clothe and arm did look something like the new
city guard should and not the band of armed villains they really were.


Reasonably content with the disguise he climbed into his
brightly lacquered palanquin with his household crest emblazoned on the side
and waited for the Lady Tarraquin to join him. He’d bought her some clinging
silk robes which showed off her girlish figure nicely and a flimsy veil to hide
her more mature features. Tulreth could have been quite taken with her if only
she had been twelve summers younger and a lot more innocent.


Tarraquin guessed his thoughts as easily as if they
were written in a book and glanced at him in disgust. His perfume was sweet and
cloying and she felt soiled being in the enclosed space with him. She fingered
the hilt of the knife she’d hidden beneath the wide sash of her robe, fully
prepared to use it if he touched her. The palanquin jerked forward and for a
while her mind was taken up with fighting her nausea caused by its
uncomfortable sway and the lack of fresh air. The sound of marching kept time
with her thoughts as she reviewed their plans.


It was a daring enterprise, entering the keep
disguised as Tulreth's latest pleasure child, surrounded by his personal guard.
However he’d convinced her and her advisors that with Sarrat away, they would
be inside and have control of the keep before anyone knew what was happening. After
that it was a case of dealing with any of Sarrat’s remaining guards and
proclaiming her right to the throne. If Tulreth was right the people would rise
up and support her against Sarrat when he returned from the south.


The palanquin suddenly stopped and Tarraquin held her
breath, her heart pounding in her chest as an unfriendly kingsguard pulled the
curtain roughly aside to identify the late entrants to the fortress. He gave
Tarraquin a quick look up and down and then nodded briefly to Tulreth, exchanging
a few mumbled words with him before dropping the curtain and ordering the
cavalcade onwards. Tarraquin looked at him across the interior of the
palanquin, her eyes full of suspicion.


“What was that all about?”


Tulreth gave her his most appeasing look. "Don't
worry, Your Highness, it was nothing, just the guard wishing me a pleasant
night in your company."


Tarraquin turned away and through a small gap in the
palanquin’s curtains watched as the gates creaked open. The cavalcade moved
forward until they had all passed through the gates which slammed shut behind them.
A sudden fear of being trapped made her shudder. Tulreth smiled condescendingly
and patted her knee, which made her shiver even more in the confined space. The
palanquin lurched on its way over the cobbles, moving through the streets of
the fortress at a fast pace, unhindered by the push and shove of the usual daytime
crowds or the nuisance of mounted patrols. With each step her apprehension grew
until she almost squealed when Jarrul parted the curtains, his face full of
concern and his hand nervously clutching the hilt of his sword. Through the
open curtain Tarraquin could see others looking around them in a similar state
of tension.


"There's something wrong," Jarrul warned.
"It's too quiet and too easy."


"Of course it's quiet," snapped Tulreth.
"Sarrat and his army are several days march away so the inns and barracks
are empty; everyone is taking the chance to relax whilst they can."


Jarrul shook his head, unconvinced. "I've sent
some men around to the postern gate just in case of treachery. If anything
happens you know what to do."


For once Tarraquin didn’t argue but nodded briefly in
understanding. Jarrul closed the curtain and studied the road ahead. Since
leaving the gate through the fortress wall they had seen barely a dozen
citizens and they’d moved almost furtively out of their way. Under Sarrat's
rule that might have been understandable and the lack of patrols could have
been due to a drop in discipline in the king's absence.


However, a number of roads leading to the keep had
been unaccountably blocked by broken down carts or sacks of grain waiting to be
moved into storage. The huntsman in him felt as if he was being driven into a
trap so he gave the driver of the palanquin the signal to manoeuvre back
towards the fortress wall. A hunter's instinct for danger made him draw his
sword as he went but only an instant before the first arrow whined through the
air and struck the lacquered wood of the palanquin just above his left ear.


Jarrul shouted a command which was all but lost in amongst
the noise of drawing weapons, whining arrows and the screams of dying men. The
command wasn’t needed; his men had already formed a protective cordon around
the palanquin. It was a desperate situation with only swords and their leather
surcoats to protect them against the flight of arrows from the bowmen who had
been concealed behind a broken wagon.


With each flight of arrows men died and their ranks
thinned until less than a dozen men remained to guard the palanquin. At the
next road junction the foreign mercenary had taken six men to hold the road
open and fought off a dozen soldiers trying to reach the palanquin but two of
their number were already down and blood pooled around where they fought. 


Inside the palanquin's confusion of cushions and
drapes Tulreth had acted with remarkable speed for a man of his bulk, throwing
a heavy fur wrap over Tarraquin's head and bearing her to the floor with his
superior weight on top of her. For a moment Tarraquin couldn’t move or breathe
with the fur pressed to her face, her arms pinned beneath her and Tulreth's knee
pressing in her back.


She squirmed and tried to get her knees under her to
lever Tulreth off but the space was too small and he was too heavy. A stray
arrow pierced the throat of one of the palanquin's horses and with a terrified
scream and flailing hooves the stricken animal reared across its partner and crashed
to its side, twisting the palanquin over and crashing it to the ground in a
shower of splintered wood, wheels and lacquer. 


Tulreth was thrown sideways onto the shattered
driver’s window and Tarraquin rolled free. In an instant she was on her knees
but Tulreth had recovered and his hands clutched at her throat. As he squeezed
she tore at the sash which had held her torn silk robe closed and pulled her
knife free. Tulreth saw the glint of the blade and with his free hand dragged
her loose robe from her shoulder to entangle the knife but she thrust the knife
through the silk and into his groin, slicing upwards through his abdomen.
Tulreth shrieked and clutched at grey entrails which spilt through his hands as
Tarraquin leapt from the ruined palanquin and ran.


The huntsman heard the scream above the noise of
battle and saw Tarraquin run away from the palanquin. Pushing back against the
soldier he was fighting he gave himself enough room to swing his blade and
slice his opponent across his face. The solder collapsed screaming and in the
brief respite he shouted to Perguine to follow the running figure. He watched
as the thief detached himself from the street battle to chase after Tarraquin,
giving her what protection he could from any other guards who followed.


Jarrul and the remaining men, many of them wounded,
took shelter behind the palanquin and waited for the kingsguard to reform and attack
in force. Both of the palanquin's horses were down and in their death agonies
they had skewed the carriage around to block the street. Jarrul waited,
catching his breath, knowing that the kingsguard would have to come over the
barrier to get to him and then on to Tarraquin and Perguine. Every minute he
could delay them was another minute more for Tarraquin and his friend to reach
safety.


Three streets away Captain Gartnor heard the first
screams of battle and cursed. The barricades they had set should have sent the
traitors in his direction where he held the main force in readiness; instead it
had led them where the rear guard were waiting ready to just mop up the
stragglers. He drew his sword and yelled a command. His men rushed forward,
pikes and swords in hand eager to join in the killing, knowing the price for
taking the girl alive was promotion to squad leader.


They charged through the streets behind their
commander ignoring who might be hiding in the shadows of deep doorways, alleys
and those streets already barricaded. Quickly they fell on Jarrul and his hard
pressed men climbing over the fallen palanquin and the bodies of the injured
and dead. Jarrul shouted to his men to form a defensive circle but there were
so few of them left on their feet that they could only fight in small groups back
to back.


With his back pressed against one of the twins he
parried an overhead blow which threatened to slice through his skull and then
dropped his sword low to block a cut to his knees but, before he could recover
his position, the man behind him fell to a sideways thrust and with his support
disappearing Jarrul stumbled to his knees. He saw the blow coming but was
powerless to stop it and the last thing he felt was the broadside of a sword
crashing into the side of his head and a brilliant explosion of light before
darkness overtook him.


Tarraquin had seen Captain Gartnor and his heavily
armed force pass by from the shadows of a dark alleyway and would have followed
them back to the fallen palanquin if Perguine hadn’t pushed her firmly back into
the shadows and held her there with his body pressed against hers. As soon as
they were out of sight he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her in a stumbling
run towards the postern gate. The men Jarrul had detached in case of a trap
waited with drawn swords, some bloodied where they had fought with the three
gate guards who lay in the shadows with blood on their uniforms. 


For a moment she was tempted to send the men back into
the battle in the hope she could save Jarrul and the others but from the look
on their faces she knew it was hopeless. Thirty poorly trained and armed men against
a hundred soldiers would be a waste of life and she owed Jarrul more than that.
Grimly she turned and slipped through the postern gate and into the dark
streets of the city; her men following as quickly and as quietly as they could
behind her. One by one they slipped away into the side streets and alleyways
from which they had gathered until only she and Perguine were left to escape
from the city by an exit only known to the city’s thieves. 


Guilt seemed to swamp her and she wanted to stay
behind but knew she couldn’t. "I'm sorry," she stuttered, her voice
broken with emotion as she ran. "I should have listened to you and Jarrul instead
of thinking about myself."


The small thin thief by her side shook his head in
denial. "Yer did what yer thought were best."


"Try telling that to Jarrul," she said
despondently wiping the tears from her face onto the back of her hand.


"I intend to," he replied. "That's if
he still lives."


~   
~    ~    ~   
~
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Meetings and Departures



 

    The
lively breeze stirred the uppermost branches of the giant weiswald trees,
bending the swaying limbs in ripples which spread across the forest canopy like
waves on a beach. Leaves danced in the breeze, touching each other and jumping
free to touch again with the next surge of wind. The muted noise of their
movement carried to the forest floor where the sound of the breeze didn’t
penetrate, making the shadowy spaces between the giant boles a mysterious place
full of whispered secrets and dappled shade. Small animals skittered from tree
to tree, made nervous by the rustling sounds around them and the movement far
above, whilst sky flyers had deserted that part of the forest in favour of more
settled realms.


Jonderill sat back against an ancient weiswald, his
arms around his knees and his wood axe by his side. He rarely carried it into
the deepest parts of the forest as the only trees he ever cut were the small
silver leaf which grew near the cottage but today, for some reason, it seemed a
natural thing to do. Perhaps after nearly four summers of using its blade every
day to provide the cottage with firewood the axe felt like an old friend and he
felt in need of a friend's comfort.


He moved his shoulders flexing the muscles which had
grown hard from using the axe and eased away slightly from the weiswald. Its
tough, gnarled bark had pressed deeply against his woollen shirt and had made
uncomfortable indentations in his back. The ground was hard and dry beneath the
swaying canopy and even the remains of last autumn's leaf fall failed to soften
the stony ground. 


Yet it wasn’t the physical discomfort or the deep
forest chill which kept the smile from his lips or kept his pale green eyes
fixed on the twig he carelessly stripped of bark. For days the feeling of
hopelessness had grown within him, reminding him of how it felt to be a small
boy rather than a grown man. The feeling had now culminated in this final
misery which he could neither escape nor hide.


A dozen steps away across the small clearing the cause
of his unhappiness and the source of his never ending joy, Rosera, picked red
berries with fine delicate fingers and placed them carefully in the basket over
her arm. Occasionally she licked the deep juice from her finger tips, staining
her lips, which were darker and redder than any berry. Jonderill purposely
refrained from looking at her, denying himself her beauty like some penance but
he couldn’t ignore the sound of her happy singing, a simple tune he’d taught
her last summer, and each note adding to his dejection.


If she had remained a spoilt and spiteful child or
even the innocent girl who first awoke in the forest his misery might not have
been so profound. However, for almost four summers they had gathered the fruits
of the forest together, laughed at the antics of tree leapers and built a
secure and comfortable home along with the two elderly magicians. Through all
that time together he’d never told her of his love or even kissed her.


Now their time together was over he knew he wouldn’t
be able to stand the pain of watching her leave or of hearing the city bells ring
out to proclaim her another man's wife. He closed his eyes to stop his tears
falling until her shadow fell across his face and he couldn’t resist the
temptation any more to look up into the most wonderful blue eyes and
unsurpassable beauty. If he’d not been a grown man he would have wept openly. As
it was he blinked and turned away, trying to push the memory of her soft hand
in his from his mind.


"What's wrong, Jonderill, you look so sad?"


"It's just the sounds of the trees," lied
Jonderill. "They're like the waves of a great ocean in one of Plantagenet’s
books of places far away."


"Is that where you would like to be now, far away
from here?"


"No," said Jonderill but his sigh sounded
wistful.


Rosera sat closely beside him and leant against the
tree taking his hand in hers. "Why do you stay here if you want to be far
away?" Jonderill remained silent, staring at the ground. "Is it
because you have found something here which you want for your own but don't
know how to ask for it?"


She leaned forward placing her head on his shoulder so
her golden hair caressed his arms and the smell of soapwort and skyflowers
filled his senses.


"No," said Jonderill firmly, wishing his
lying tongue would wither in his mouth. "There’s nothing here which holds
me."


"Oh. I'm sorry to hear that." She moved
slightly away from him and released his hand. "I thought perhaps I might
have held an attraction for you."


"You know you’re like a sister to me," said
Jonderill, still not looking at Rosera, despite the fact that she was staring
at him with a look of anguish on her face.


"Sister! Sister! Is that all I am to you? Do you
think that I’m just a small child who follows you around because you're an
idolised big brother? Am I nothing more than that to you? Jonderill. Look at
me! I’m a woman."


"Please don't," said Jonderill, turning away
and looking deep into the forest shadows.


"Then I’m not good enough for you? Is that what
it is, Jonderill? Am I so ugly that you would be ashamed of me or is it that I
don't have your book learning and wit? Come on Jonderill, what is it, why don’t
you want me?"


"I can’t, you're just a child," whispered
Jonderill to the forest's depths.


"No!" shouted Rosera, jumping to her feet. “I‘ve
seen almost sixteen summers and whatever you or my guardians say I’m a woman
and the time has come to treat me as one. If you won't, Jonderill, then I’ll
find someone who will."


Rosera kicked her basket to one side, spilling berries
across the leafy ground and ran across the clearing and down the animal track
which passed between the trees. Within moments she was lost from Jonderill's
sight, hidden by the giant trees and their flickering shadows. In any other
place Jonderill would have followed close behind in case she became lost but
this was their home and they knew every pathway and clearing, every brook and
rill. He knew the forest had a magic all of its own and that it would protect
her and keep her safe until it was time for her to leave and return to the life
she had been born to.


However much he loved her, it was of no importance.
All that mattered was today, at sunset, she would return to Alewinder and once
again be the Princess Daun instead of the gentle Rosera. After that she would
become another man's wife. Jonderill slowly pulled himself to his feet. He had
played his part in making sure Maladran's spell was foiled and had discharged
his debt to the two magicians. Now it was time for him to go and make his own life
and forget all about her.


Rosera ran on deeper into the forest with tears
streaming down her cheeks. At first they were tears of anger; she was a woman
not a child and then they turned to tears of regret. Jonderill had always been
there when she needed him and she knew she had treated him badly playing with
him like that, yet she had been sure that he loved her more than as just a
sister. Guilty and more than a little confused, her pace slowed from an all out
run to a gentle walk.


Eventually she stopped at the edge of a small brook.
It was one of the many which tumbled over well worn stone beds on its way from
the mountains of Essenland, down through Vinmore’s forests to the low lands and
the Blue River. The stream was noisy and bubbling and full of sun-sparkled
reflections and the green mossy bank which boarded both sides looked cool,
comfortable and inviting.


Not caring about her abandoned basket, she found a
comfortable spot on the edge of the stream, sat down on the soft turf and
gently dangled her feet in the bubbling, icy water. The sparkling liquid
bounced over her feet making her gasp at its coldness and then laugh as the
bubbles tickled up between her toes. A sun fish with a speckled back darted
from beneath the bank as she splashed in the water and a complaining green pond
hopper hopped from a newly drenched stone onto the bank to avoid the
disturbance.


Sky flyers ignored her presence and called overhead as
brightly as a dawn chorus and an untimely night hooter called and received an
indignant hoot from its surprised and disgruntled mate. The strangeness of the
sights and sounds made Rosera wish that Jonderill were here to share them with
her but she was far from being frightened; this was her forest and as long as
the forest creatures were at rest there was nothing to be scared of.


She lay back against the warm bank and her mind began
to wander back to Jonderill and her feelings for him. Somehow, in the heady
fragrance of forest everleaf and wild skyflower, his face became harder to
focus on and another face prevailed, hazily, as if it were a face in a dream. The
more she thought about it the more she was certain she had seen that face
before, but a very long time ago. Only she couldn’t remember where she had seen
him except that it hadn’t been in a forest. She frowned and shut her eyes
whilst she tried to bring the image into focus.


When she thought she had it securely in her mind, it
disappeared in a sudden scolding chatter as two tree leapers with bushy tails
scuttled up a nearby bole and sent out their alarm call from an overhanging
branch. The sky flyers flew from the trees calling out their warning cries and
she hastily sat up looking for the source of the disturbance. Rosera followed
their line of complaint and was startled to see a bright red hunting cap,
adorned with a single coolly bird feather, float jauntily down the bubbling
stream, bobbing and ducking over boulders and stones.


Intrigued by the unusual sight, she hitched up her
long skirt in one hand and using the other to keep her balance waded into the
centre of the stream to retrieve the object. By the time she had reached the
hat it had been joined by a swirling red cloak and most curiously of all, two
soft, knee high, brown leather boots. She laughed out loud at the strange
sight, her natural sense of humour pushing any other thoughts from her mind.


Within moments she had dragged the odd collection out
of the water and had hung them up to dry. The hat came first, placed squarely
on a round boulder she had propped in the fork of a tree and below this she
draped the cloak, slightly lopsided but flowing freely in the light, warm
breeze. Finally, braced by several twigs, she propped up the boots, painted a
face on the boulder with mud from the stream and stood back to admire her work.


"My, aren't we the handsome one?" she said
curtseying deeply to the imaginary figure. "Please excuse me, my prince,
but it's not often we have the pleasure of such a notable personage as yourself
in our forest." Rosera giggled in delight at her own game. "Now if
you have no objection to me being slightly forward, perhaps you would care to
dance." 


She leaned forward, closed her eyes and began to hum
clearly and tunefully to the rhythm of a swaying dance. Although she only vaguely
remembered the tune, she felt as if she should know exactly what to do, almost
as if dancing were second nature to her. Gracefully she held out her arms and
made only the slightest protest when strong arms engulfed her from behind and
pressed her body against his hard, muscular form. Together they swept around
the glade as if it were a festive ballroom and it wasn’t until a strong
baritone voice joined with hers that Rosera realised the man who held her in
his arms wasn’t Jonderill.


With a startled cry she stepped away from him in sudden
fear and looked around for something with which she could defend herself. When
she looked back a tall young man with shoulder-length hair, a broad smile and
deep brown eyes full of humour and joy stood before her. His richly embroidered
tunic fell over soft leather breaches at the bottom of which stockinged feet
poked out. He took a step forward and carefully took her hand lifting it to his
lips and kissed her fingertips. When he released her hand he made a deep, noble
bow, giving her a charming smile and making her pale cheeks flush in confusion.
She looked down coyly and so missed him moisten his lips in anticipation of
what was to come.


"My Lady, I hope I didn’t startle you but I saw
you here conversing with my cloak and whilst it is certainly an attractive
garment, I thought you would prefer a more substantial and responsive personage
on which to focus your attentions." Rosera blushed again whilst the young
man with the charming smile bowed briefly to the limp cloak. "May I
introduce my three faithful companions; Sir Cloak, Monsignor Hat and in a
supporting role Squire Boots."


The girl giggled coyly and curtsied. "Rosera, My
Lord."


"And even more beautiful than the exotic flower
after which you were surely named." He took her other hand and kissed her
fingertips again, lingering longer than before. "One of such exquisite
beauty shouldn’t be alone in the woods, even in this quiet and gentle
dell."


He looked around his surroundings to make certain
there was nobody else around and then with a brief gesture and a steady arm
pressure, pressed Rosera to be seated on the soft turf. He knelt down beside
her, still holding her hand. "Now, my lady of the forest, tell me what
magical deity has brought you to me in this lover's bower."


Rosera laughed, delighted with the romantic speech of
the handsome young man with the noble manners. "I was walking, sir,
searching for berries."


"Are you certain you were searching for just the
fruits of the forest? Perhaps, instead, you were searching for someone who
could appreciate your beauty and offer you pleasure beyond your dreams?”


Rosera was overwhelmed and put up no resistance at all
when the young man wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him so
tightly she could feel the pounding of his heart. He held her in a warm and
lingering embrace lowering his lips to her neck and nibbled slowly and
deliberately upwards until his moist tongue reached her earlobe and his firm
hands caressed her shoulders. She squirmed slightly beneath his touch, enjoying
the unfamiliar sensations that it gave her, and didn’t pull away until the
moment his lips touched hers.


"My Lord, I don’t know you and we’ve only just
met. I don't even know your name."


The young man pulled away slightly, still smiling.
"That cannot be true, my lovely. I have seen you so many times in my
dreams that surely you know me. My name is Pellum; do you not remember my
touch, my embrace, my kiss as we lay together?"


Rosera felt even more confused, uncertain of what was
dream or reality and yet she was certain she knew who he was, certain that they
had once met. He kissed her hand and smiled once more then pulled her to his
lips. Memories stirred within her of strange feelings, of possessing things and
having what she wanted and at that moment she wanted this man to be hers, to
have and to command. She pulled him tightly to her and leaned back onto the
mossy bank. Pellum needed no second invitation.


His lips pushed her to the ground whilst his hand
began to caress her body, gently at first and then with an overpowering urgency
which took even him by surprise. Whilst his lips held her immobile his hand
pushed down the high lacings of her girdle to expose a pale breast which he
squeezed gently and rubbed the raised nipple between his practised fingers. The
other hand had already reached the inside of her thigh when the girl
instinctively parted her legs in welcome.


He rubbed gently at the dampness between her thighs
and moved his other hand down to release the laces of his breaches. Quickly he
moved across her taking her nipple into his mouth and pressing his manhood into
the soft fuzz between her legs. The furious screech of an enraged war-horse
shattered the peace of the clearing and Pellum rolled off the girl as if he had
been thrown.


A moment later he was on his knees and shaking
violently, not so much with fright at the sight of the grey stallion pawing
angrily at the ground only a fraction away from where his head had been but at
the shock of his own behaviour. True he had taken girls wherever he could
attract or pay for them but he honestly had no intention of taking this beauty
so quickly or rapaciously, she was a pleasure to be savoured. Rosera was as
equally overwhelmed, curled into a tight ball and too terrified to cry.


Pellum crawled back to her, pulling his breaches
together as he did so and keeping a watchful eye on the grey horse. If he was
not careful either of them could scare the girl away and that would be a great
pity. Such innocent and untried beauties were rare in the six kingdoms and he
was excited at the thought of being the first to sample this one's pleasures.
He helped her into a sitting position, putting his arms around her and holding
her tight whilst the black-maned horse snorted its disdain down at them.


"Don't be scared of him, it's just Sansun. He was
the one who threw my cloak and boots into the brook and all because he gets
jealous when I give my affections to others instead of him.”


Pellum looked at the girl again and was shocked by the
strength of his own feelings. He wanted to possess her come what may and moved
his hand to cup the still exposed breast. The horse snorted in warning and took
another stiff-legged pace forward and Pellum hastily helped the girl cover her
breast with her dress.


"I'm afraid my noble steed intends to come
between us but we must meet again and continue where we left off, preferably
when Sansun isn't here to disturb us."


Rosera jumped to her feet and pulled back in shock and
dismay, equally surprised at her own feelings. "Oh no, we can never meet
again," she said in real alarm as she started to move away from him.


"What, never?" questioned Pellum
disappointedly.


"No, never." Rosera stopped and looked back
to the young man. "Well perhaps someday."


"Someday? When?"


"I don't know, someday..... Well why you don’t come
tonight to the woodsman's cottage."


She pulled the top of her girdle straight, gave him a
quick kiss on the cheek and ran into the forest, stopping only once to turn and
wave goodbye.


*


Jonderill placed the two rough sacking bags, tied
together with thick plaited leather, on the step by the front door of the
cottage whilst he made a last check of their contents. Carrying the weight of
the bags would cause him little discomfort. In twenty summers Jonderill's
possessions only amounted to two clean shirts, a spare pair of leggings, his
inactive wand and the grey magician's robe, which was far too small for him to
wear. The only other things he took were a woodsman's cloak, a hunting knife
with a broad, long blade and the axe.


He was certain that the magicians would have no
further use for any of them after that night. They were already rolled together
in the blanket from his bed, ready to be tied across his back. He placed the two
bags across his shoulders, the bag holding his possessions being balanced by
the other containing bread and fruit, a small amount of dried meat and a clay
pot of sweet red-berry wine. After carefully fastening the blanket roll in
place between them, Jonderill moved to where Plantagenet and Animus waited in
silence.


"You don't have to go, Jonderill," said
Animus, more pleading than stating a fact. "When we return to the palace
there will still be a place for you in our tower, the same as there was
before."


"We can even start your training again,"
promised Plantagenet. "Now you’re a man you may find it easier to
concentrate on your lessons."


Jonderill forced a smile. Whilst he was a man, Plantagenet
would always treat him as if he were a small boy, the same as Animus would
always treat him like a faithful dog to fetch and carry and find his lost
possessions. They didn’t mean any insult by it; it was just the way they were.


"I must go," said Jonderill, unable to keep
the unhappiness out of his voice.


"Please stay," begged Animus. "How are
we going to manage without you?"


"You'll manage all right. Everything is packed
and prepared for the journey and when you take the princess back to her parents
and her people tonight and when she is married and Maladran’s enchantment has
been defeated, you’ll be free to use your magic again. By tomorrow night you’ll
once more be the king's respected magicians at home in your tower and you won't
need me to care for your needs anymore."


"Why don't you at least stay until Rosera
returns, she’ll be so upset if you leave without saying goodbye."


Jonderill shook his head, not trusting himself to
speak.


"Yes, why don't you and then you could escort us
back to the palace? There's sure to be a big reward waiting for you when we
return the princess safely to her parents and her people, not to mention her
betrothed."


"I can't," said Jonderill, almost wistfully.


"Yes you can," replied both the magicians
together.


"No, I can’t." Jonderill looked desperately
from face to face. For four summers he had kept the details of his escape from
the palace a secret, keeping the guilt to himself but now the magicians had a
right to know. "When I stole the princess away from the palace things went
badly wrong and I killed a man, the Stablemaster. I did it to stop him raising
the alarm, so I dare not return with you.”


Plantagenet and Animus looked at each other in shock.
Jonderill was right, he dare not return or his life would be forfeit. "Why
didn't you tell us before?" asked Plantagenet. "We might have been
able to do something then but your absence from the palace will be taken as an
admission of guilt and will undoubtedly condemn you now."


"I know, that’s why I must go."


"Where will you, go boy?" asked Animus
compassionately.


"I’m not sure, but I think I will go south to see
if I can find a great ocean like the one in Plantagenet’s book."


“Don’t go to Sandstrone, it’s not a healthy place for
one with even your abilities. No, you should go to Tarbis, a beautiful kingdom
with mountain passes and hidden villages and a port where ships dock.”


“But it would be a dangerous journey if you were to
pass close to Alewinder. It might be best if you crossed into Leersland and
follow the Blue River until it turns west into Tarbis. It’s a long way round
but I think I have something which might be of help.” Animus waddled off
returning a few moments later with a small bundle. He held it out to Jonderill who
wrapped his hand around a purse of coins. "I've never had need for coin
but I always keep a few gellstart just in case of emergencies. They won't get
you far but they might buy you a hot meal or two and a night's lodgings."


Plantagenet looked flustered and started rummaging
through the woodpile outside the cottage door. After spreading the neat pile
over a large area of garden he pulled a long battered sword from beneath the
last few pieces of firewood and pushed the hilt, wound with faded leather and
silver wire, into Jonderill's hand. The young man looked at it with surprise
whilst Plantagenet looked abashed. 


"It's a very old sword but it did me honourable
duty before my power became strong enough that I had no more need of it."
The old magician hung his head in sorrow, "I'm sorry, boy, we’ve failed
you. We should have made sure that you would be safe when this was all over."


"You haven't failed me, you took me in when no
one else wanted me, even when it was obvious I would never be a magician. If
anything, it’s me who has failed you by needing to live by the sword and not
the spell but I will do it what honour I can and I will always remember that it
was once the sword of a great magician." He gave them a brief smile and
unable to say another word for the harsh lump in his throat, walked away
without daring to look back.


Animus and Plantagenet watched him go until he disappeared
out of sight. "Rosera is going to be very upset when she finds Jonderill
has left for Tarbis without saying goodbye," said Plantagenet in warning.


"Then we will have to find a way to take her mind
off things, won't we?" replied Animus with an impish smile.



 

~    ~    ~   
~    ~
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The Silver Horse



 

    The time
glass trickled its grains of gold slowly from one huge crystal bowl to the
other, each particle falling slowly onto the apex of the receiving mound and
adding to its bulk. The few remaining grains still hanging onto the upper bowl
moved inexorably downwards on this, their last journey. Three times the summer
had passed and the glass had been turned. Three times it had emptied but still
Maladran was without an answer and now, with only a few more grains to fall before
the glass would be emptied for a final time, there was so little time left.
From his high-backed chair he watched another grain of gold fall, his dark eyes
unblinking beneath half closed lids.


His thin, gnarled hands, criss-crossed with scars,
pulled his black cloak closer around him as if to protect himself from the cold.
It was an instinctive action, the constant cold and persistent hunger were
self-inflicted, unlike the hatred and bitterness which gnawed at him. Sarrat
had left him helpless, a prisoner in his own tower, tortured by the memories of
what it had been like to control endless power with the will of his mind.


Despair and desolation had wracked him in his imprisonment
for most of the first turning of the glass and only the powerful drug his
master had left him prevented madness from destroying his mind. Over time the
focus of his power had returned, recovering from having its contact with the
golden torc brutally ripped away. Now it was a different type of focus than it
had been, shadowed and dark but in the depths of his mind his longing for
contact with the torc still remained like an itch he couldn’t scratch.


Maladran laughed bitterly to himself; Sarrat thought
that he knew how to control him but he’d been a fool providing him with
subjects to torture. Through their agony he’d found an alternative source of
power, more powerful than that which had been taken from him. His own pain and
depravation had kept this new focus as sharp as a knife but more importantly than
that, it had been the prolonged suffering of others which had opened the hidden
doorway to the tower's darkest magics. All the time he’d lived in the tower it
had been kept a secret from him but now that secret was his and he would bide
his time until he could have his revenge against those who had been foolish
enough to think they could control him and his magic.


After nearly four summers of searching and scrying, of
calling on dark magic he still hadn’t found the one for whom the golden grains
of the year glass ran. Neither had he found the two ancient magicians who had
found a way to baulk his spell. His failure hadn’t been through lack of effort
though. On the contrary, his long search for just retribution against all those
involved had led him along paths of magic so ancient that they hadn’t been
travelled for a millennium. What he found there should have given him mastery
of any spirit of seeing and yet the grains of time still moved downwards and he
still didn’t know the whereabouts of the Princess Daun.


Without warning Maladran stood and pushed the heavy
ebonwood chair away from him, its clawed legs scraping against the stone floor
like grating bones. His study of dark magic and the focus of pain had given him
power beyond any other but still it wasn’t enough. He wanted more and he knew
it was here, hidden beneath the tower, just out of reach. He’d felt it in the
pain of others in the moments before they died, a hint of something deeper,
more sinister and ultimately forbidden.


Only once had he had crossed the threshold into forbidden
necromancy and had harnessed the terrible power there but beyond that lay demon
magic and power beyond imagining. It was a power which would be his if he dared
to shed the last vestiges of his humanity. He just needed to take that final
irrevocable step but it was proving difficult to do. What he needed was a sign,
something to tell him the time was right to take that last step forward.


He stood slowly, his long index finger tapping against
the pale line of his thin lips as he considered the course of action which had
just come to him. If he could see into the future then he would know if demon
magic was to be his or not. Future scrying was forbidden by the goddess but
that didn’t mean that those with the power never practiced it. On the contrary,
Callistares, the greatest of all magicians, had constructed a scrying globe to
see into the future and that globe lay in the room below. Maladran left his
room and hurried down the stairs to the room on the fourth floor where disused
items were kept. He hadn’t used the globe for many summers, not wishing to anger
the goddess but since he’d now used other forbidden magics that didn’t matter anymore.


The store room was dusty and full of broken pieces of
furniture, discarded pots and pans and old books of little value. A single lamp
rested on a stack of wooden boxes and he lit it with a thought before crossing
to the scrying globe which stood on a table in the centre of the room. It was
similar to his own globe except it was darker and had a metallic gleam to its
surface. He put his hands on either side and stared into its depths as the globe
pulled him into the future.


What he saw there wasn’t what he was expecting and the
sight of the land passing beneath him at incredible speed made him cry out in
alarm and step back from the globe. For a moment he stared at the object in
confusion and then a sly smile crossed his face. He knew that Callistares
creation was fickle and the images it created were difficult to interpret but
he knew for certain what that image meant. If he was going to find the Princess
he needed eyes to search for her.


His descent from the store room to the depths beneath
the ancient stone structure was swift and sure, each step well known and well
trodden. On the lowest level, carved out of bedrock, the solid, iron-bound door
opened in anticipation of his passing and closed noiselessly behind him. The
coldness of the unheated tower was insignificant compared to the atmosphere of
ice which held the stench of putrefying flesh on living bodies at bay so that
the process of suppuration could be tortuously slowed. As Sarrat’s soul
searcher he had learnt to extend the pain and suffering of his victims beyond
that which most mortals could endure.


He hurried passed locked doors where inmates moaned
and cried out to him for release but he remained deaf to their pleas. His
destination was beyond this cavern of suffering, through a rarely used door
with no handle and down a deeper flight of stairs. Here, unlike the cavern
above, there was a cloying warmth created by the burning torches and the sweat
given off by the room's two occupants.


If the torches hadn’t been impregnated with strong
smelling oils even he might have gagged at the stench, instead he noted with
satisfaction that his two prisoners were both still alive and conscious,
although the woman, spread-eagled and being slowly impaled, was unlikely to
live much longer. He pulled on a chain which raised the woman slightly,
releasing the pressure of the impaling spike and prolonging her life and her
agony.


He turned to the man who was chained to the wall but
otherwise unharmed. "Well, Garrin, my old friend, it looks like the time
has come for you to make a decision. Your wife is in agony and I can maintain
her suffering for days whilst you watch her slowly die, or you can do your
master one final service in exchange for my mercy."


"Why, master, why us? We’ve always been faithful
and caring servants to you and have willingly done your bidding."


"That’s why it has to be you and your dear wife,
the final sacrifice has to be someone I trust and care about."


Garrin's wife shuddered and groaned in pain, bringing
tears of desperation to the elderly servant's eyes. "What is it you want
from me?"


"Just the use of your soul for a short time,"
smiled Maladran coldly. "That and the use of your eyes. Sarrat has
forbidden me to leave this place so I must use another to scour the land for
the Princess Daun. When you have found her and returned back to me I will
release you both."


The woman groaned again. “You’re a monster and may you
rot in hellden for what you are doing.”


“I probably shall but that is of no consolation to
your wife now.”


Garrin hung his head and slowly nodded.  Maladran made no response but drew a long
serrated knife and sliced deeply into Garrin's chest letting his blood run down
his hands and drip onto the stone floor.


*


"I'm not sure about this idea of yours,"
said Plantagenet, closing the cottage door behind him. "Just what are we
going to do to take Rosera's mind off Jonderill leaving?"


"Simple. We'll make her a surprise, something she
won't expect; after all it is her birthday so she should have presents to
open."


"That sounds reasonable," agreed Plantagenet
cautiously. "What sort of presents have you in mind?"


"Oh I don't know, something special which she will
really like and has never had before."


"You mean like a new book?"


"Yes, only it must be something new and something
she wants."


The two elderly magicians looked around the warm cosy
kitchen searching for inspiration and feeling rather lost in a room which they
didn’t know that well. The kitchen and all the things which went on in there had
largely been shared between Jonderill and Rosera for the last four summers. Plantagenet
wandered into the living room and over to the hearth where he opened the lid of
the box-seat by the fire. The heavy smell of cured furs filled his senses and
he gave a satisfied smile.


"I shall make Rosera a cloak in grey fur, trimmed
with the white winter pelt of a sly hunter." He began rummaging through
the furs in the box, pulling out the ones he liked and laying them flat on the
floor.


"That's a wonderful idea," said Animus
enthusiastically. "Er...., have you ever made anything from fur
before?"


"Of course not but I've seen Jonderill do it and
it looks quite simple, just a case of cutting the furs to size and sewing them
together, a simple task for one of my intelligence. Now come and lie down
whilst I work out the dimensions."


Animus willingly obliged, placing himself in the
centre of the furs and wriggling slightly to make himself comfortable against
their softness. Plantagenet took the shears from the shelf by the hearth, knelt
beside him and began to cut around his outline. The shears he had seen
Jonderill use to trim furs were heavy and cumbersome but worked well enough if
he pulled the edges of the fur taut. The only problem was, when he released the
edges of each pelt, the fur retracted leaving a smaller piece than he had
wanted, with a jagged and uneven finish. Plantagenet ignored it and carried on
cutting, leaving the headpiece large enough for a deep hood but having to cut
the cloak short at the bottom because he had used too many pelts for the top. When
he had finished Animus stood up and looked at the strange shape.


"I don't look like that," he said, offended.


"Of course you don't. I made some adjustments so
it would fit Rosera. Now all I have to do is sew the pieces together and put
the white fur around the hood and it will be the most perfect cloak you have
ever seen."


"Wonderful!" exclaimed Animus, hiding any
doubts he might have had. "Now if you have finished with me I will go and
make my gift, time's getting on you know."


"What are you making?"


"Toffee."


"Toffee?"


"Yes, toffee with red berries in it."


"But you've never made toffee before,"
protested Plantagenet.


"Of course I haven't but I have a recipe and
that's all one needs when one is cooking."


Animus moved into the kitchen and opened a large, well
worn book, propping it up against a window ledge and studying the appropriate
page whilst scowling at the list of contents. The recipe called for hard sugar
but all he had was wild honey. He dipped his finger into the jar and tasted the
golden liquid; it seemed sweet enough to him so that would have to do.


Taking the largest fire pot he could find he poured
the honey into it, added a handful of red berries and put the pot over the
fire. He needed to add water next but when he went to the water bucket he found
there was no water drawn so he took the leather pail and hurried outside to
collect some from the stream.


Plantagenet heard him go out of the door but took no
notice as he struggled with his own problems. Jonderill had made it look so
easy when he pushed the large-eyed needle through the edge of the furs so they
joined together perfectly, with the knap of the fur covering the seam.
Unfortunately his first effort had resulted in the edges tearing away as he
forced the needle through and his second effort, which was only slightly better,
ended up with stitches as long as his finger. The next piece was a great
improvement as he turned the fur around so the knap would all run in the same
direction. Only that meant the fur didn’t fit together quite properly and he
had to make extra large stitches to make it lie flat.


He was on his final piece when the acrid smell of
something burning made him look up from his task in distaste. Black smoke
billowed out of the kitchen doorway from the pan on the fire and a brown cloud
was rapidly filling the room. With a cry of anguish he grabbed the furs and ran
to the fire, throwing the cloak over the pan to prevent the escape of any more
noxious smoke. Then he gathered it all into a bundle and ran for the door.


Animus, who had been watering the flower beds with his
newly collected pail of water, strolled through the cottage door and saw the
smoking fur Plantagenet carried. Instantly and without thinking, he threw the
pail of water over the bundle, drenching it and Plantagenet in a sibilant hiss
of steam. Plantagenet dropped the bundle in shock and gave an unaccustomed oath
as the pot, now partly full of brown water, rolled across the floor trailing a
line of sticky, burnt black slime. The two magicians looked at each other in
shock, appalled by the mess and the smell which had so quickly turned the
cheerful cottage into a battleground. Neither could find the words to say until
their silence was broken by the not too distant sound of singing.


"Rosera!" whispered Plantagenet as if she
might hear him.


"What are we going to do, everything is
ruined?"


"And look at the mess!"


They looked at each other in despair. "The
wands!" they announced simultaneously.


It was as if the wands had been waiting for their
summons and instantly the lid of the wooden chest sprang open and the wands
sped from their hiding place straight into the magicians’ hands. Animus beamed
in pleasure, after being separated from it for so long it was like being
reunited with an old and very dear friend. In his enthusiasm he focused a great
surge of power into its ivory wood which flooded outwards, carrying his
thoughts on putting everything to right. Scraps of fur flew in every direction,
accompanied by pots, pans, bowls and goblets. Black tendrils of smoke rolled
themselves into compact balls and popped back into the fire whilst spilt water
flowed backwards, filling the pail which now stood in the kitchen.


Plantagenet added his own magic to produce a
beautiful, soft, grey fur cloak, trimmed with a pristine white winter slyhunter
pelt. He placed it across the hearth-side chair to accompany the mouth-watering
display of sweets, chocolates and fancy cakes which covered the wooden kitchen
table. Excess magic spread outwards from the cottage, bringing flowers into
bloom before their time and making each leaf on the nearby trees sparkle a
silvery green.


Animus smiled in satisfaction and then jumped in
surprise as a second burst of Plantagenet’s magic wrapped him around and once
again clothed him in the long comfortable robes of his profession. He smiled
happily, noting with pleasure that Plantagenet at last looked his usual imperious
self in his regal striped robes. The sound of Rosera's singing and her footfall
close to the cottage door brought him from his pleasant reverie.


"Quick, she's coming!" cried Plantagenet,
pushing his wand safely into his belt. "Hide!"


The two magicians, excited as children, hurried to
hide behind the pantry door where they could watch Rosera's every movement and
expression. With light feet and her face aglow with excitement, Rosera skipped
into the cottage and called out their names and then stopped with sudden
surprise at the sight of the beautiful cloak and the table full of delicacies.


"Surprise! Surprise! Happy Birthday Rosera!"
cried Animus and Plantagenet together, leaving their hiding place and hurrying
forward to give their ward a hug and a kiss on each cheek.


"Oh this is wonderful!" Rosera pulled away
from her guardians and wrapped the luxurious fur cloak around her shoulders.
She twirled around to let the cloak flow about her, laughing excitedly.
"Everything is so perfect. I shall wear this tonight when he and I walk
together in the moonlight and I will save this feast until then so we can share
it with him."


She twirled around again, giving a deep sigh of
happiness. Plantagenet looked at Animus with a sad frown, it was a pity to
spoil her joy but she had to know.


"I'm afraid Jonderill has gone, my dear."


"Jonderill?" She stopped dancing around the
room. "I don't mean Jonderill, it's the man I met in the woods who will be
coming here tonight, just wait until you meet him, he's absolutely perfect."


"You've met some stranger?" asked Animus in
alarm.


"Yes but he won't be a stranger for long, he says
he loves me and I am going to marry him."


"Oh no," said Plantagenet in anguish.
"That's terrible."


"Terrible? Why terrible, I’m sixteen and he isn't
poor like us, he’s rich and has fine clothes, and a bejewelled sword and a
great silver war-horse."


"Silver horse!" exclaimed Plantagenet and
Animus together.


"Yes." Rosera looked uncertain, taken aback
by their alarmed response. "What's wrong with that?"


"Rosera, my dear," said Animus, taking her
hands. "I know this may sound cruel but you must never see this young man
again."


"And never, ever, go near his silver horse,"
added Plantagenet urgently.


"Never see him again. Why?"


"You are already betrothed to another and have
been since you were twelve."


"No that cannot be, I would have
remembered." She pulled away from Animus, tears starting to fill her eyes.


"I'm afraid it is, my dear. You haven’t been able
to remember anything of your past since you first came here but tonight we’ll
take you back to your parents and to the man you will wed. I am sure everything
will come back to you then and you will be very happy."


"But I can't leave. I promised to meet him here,
tonight. He's the man I'm going to marry."


"I'm so sorry, Rosera," said Plantagenet,
"but you have your duty and that means you must never see him again."


"No, No. I can't believe you would do this to me.
The first time I meet someone I can love and who loves me and you won't let me
see him again!"


Rosera turned on her heel and ran from the room, tears
streaming down her face. Even when she reached her attic bed chamber the two
magicians could hear her muffled sobs.


"And we thought she would be upset at losing
Jonderill," said Plantagenet wearily, dropping into the fireside chair.


"I wish he were here, he would know how to
comfort her.”


Animus sat down equally weary and gave a shudder as a
cloud seemed to cover the sun and an unnatural chill crept into the room.


*


"It won't be long now," said Steppen,
standing on the open balcony and looking across the sweep of green fields which
separated the palace and city from the forest beyond. The valley looked
serenely beautiful in the late afternoon sunlight, with orchards rising up the
gentle sloping hills, softened by shadows, whilst on the eastern side of the
valley, steeply terraced vineyards reflected the setting sun. "If only Althea
had been here to see this day I would have forgiven her anything." He gave
his friend a knowing look.


Porteous shuffled uncomfortably, not knowing what to
say. After the death of Althea he had become even closer to his old friend, visiting
him as often as he could. He too had heard the whispered rumours about the
doubtful parentage of Steppen's daughter and had told Steppen it was just
market place gossip, but that had been little consolation to the king who had
lost his daughter and wife within a month of each other. He remembered what it
was like when his own wife had died leaving him with two small sons.


"Do you think she will remember me?"


"Of course," reassured Porteous.
"Children never forget their parents and daughters are always closest to
their fathers." He looked at Steppen’s worried and lined face and wondered
if he had said the right thing.


“I have been thinking” continued Steppen. “When this
is over and our children are married I intend to abdicate and let them rule
Vinmore. I have my heart set on a small hunting lodge in southern Tarbis, close
enough to the sea so that I could have a sailing boat and escape every time
someone came to visit me. You would be the exception, of course. In fact if you
wanted to you could abdicate too in favour of Prince Vorgret and then you could
join me. Just think of the fun we could have being free of all this.”


Porteous looked at him in amazement; he’d never
thought of retiring but the idea was attractive and Vorgret would be more than
happy to be king of Essenland. He went to respond but before he could say
anything a horse thundered through the gates below in a cloud of dust. A
commotion of shouted orders and running feet interrupted the peace of the
evening. He leaned over the balcony knowing there could be only one person who
would make that sort of an entrance and undoubtedly bring trouble with it.
Porteous sometimes wished he’d had daughters instead of sons.


"If you will excuse me, Steppen, I do believe my
son has arrived and I really do need to be with him as he prepares for
tonight's ceremony. It's the first time he's done this you know."


Porteous laughed but with little humour as Steppen
abstractly waved him away. It might be the first time his son had married but
it wasn't the first time he’d taken a girl or for that matter sired a child.
Thank goodness Plantagenet’s enchantment had done something to control his son's
lustful behaviour over the last four summers otherwise there would be more royal
bastards than loyal subjects.


Still, there was one consolation. If the rumours about
who had sired her were false and Daun had inherited her father's impotence,
there would be no problems with providing heirs for Vinmore; his son could
provide any number of children out of wedlock. Porteous smiled to himself as he
waddled down the tower stairs to the courtyard below; there could be no
doubting his son was a real man. With this thought still in his mind he stepped
out into the sunlit courtyard and the confusion and chaos which always seemed
to accompany the boy.


In one corner of the courtyard a troop of nervous
looking guards surrounded the grey and black stallion he had forbidden his son
to bring into Vinmore, hopefully keeping it out of Steppen’s sight. In the
other corner, standing in a huddle, were a number of pages and squires holding
an assortment of clothes, boots, weapons and refreshments, including a flagon
of wine. Porteous hurried by, stopping only to pick up a goblet of wine which a
page held out to him and then carried on to the central fountain where his son
stood in a state of undress, with water cascading over his brown hair and
muscular body. Porteous spluttered a combination of embarrassment and anger.


"You're late! Where have you been and what are
you doing in that fountain with no clothes on and didn't I tell you not to
bring that horse here?"


"Father! One question at a time please,"
laughed Pellum, stepping from the fountain and running his hands through his
wet hair. "Now what was it you wanted, it's getting late you know."


"I know, boy. Now hurry up and change into
something suitable, you can’t meet your future wife looking like that you know.


Pellum gave his father a broad grin and took a large
towel from a hovering page. "Quite right, father, I can't but as I have
other things to do tonight my future bride will have to wait."


"Wait! What do you mean wait? You've waited four
summers to see your bride again and now you have other things to do? What can
be more important than meeting the woman you will spend the rest of your life
with?"


Pellum dropped the towel on the dusty ground and
pulled on clean leggings and soft knee-high boots before again looking down at
his father.


"How about meeting the woman I would like to
spend the rest of my life with?" He pulled a black silk shirt over his
head and settled the edge of the billowing sleeves over the deep, elaborately
embroidered cuffs, which a servant had fastened for him. "She is the most
beautiful girl I have ever seen and tonight, when this stupid enchantment has
been lifted from me, she's going to be mine."


"You can't do this to me, it's all arranged, the
wedding ceremony and everything. What am I going to say to Steppen and what am
I going to tell the Princess?"


"Tell them I've gone to the woodsman's cottage to
make a girl into a woman and I will be back when my duty is done."


Pellum fastened his sword belt and then took the
goblet of wine from his father just before the rotund king started leaping up
and down in protest.


"On my life I will not stand for this. You're a
prince and for once you are going to act like one."


"That's just what I'm doing father. You're always
telling me I should do more for the common people, so that is what I’m going to
do. I shall go and do a lot more for this peasant girl and then I will come
back in the morning and do the same for the Princess." He emptied the
goblet and pushed it back into his father's hand. "Now I really must
go."


He patted his father affectionately on the head as if
he were a favourite pet and called to his horse.  Sansun pushed passed the guards as if they
didn’t exist and before the king could say another word Pellum was mounted and
cantering out of the gate.


"Goodbye father," he called over his
shoulder. "I'll see you later." "Much later," he muttered
to himself.


*


The dark shadow continued to hover around the
woodsman's cottage for a few moments longer, becoming darker and lighter in
pulsating beats. Its form changed, becoming more ragged around the edges as
tendrils of darkness crept beneath the cottage door and into the upper windows.
Then in an instant it was gone, like a hunting dog called back to its master,
leaving behind a sunlight which was not quite as bright as before and a warmth
sullied by a chill breeze. The dark shadow moved between the trees of the
silent forest, lost amongst the shade cast by dappled sunlight.


Where it passed the great boles of weiswald trees they
shuddered and leaves fell with a whisper of protest to the forest floor, as if
they had been touched by a bitter frost. At the edge of the Blue River the
shadow faltered, moved fractionally along the bank as if it sought a safe
passage and then darted across, unable to resist its summons home. Fields
passed by and crops withered, cows became dry and foals were stillborn. The
shadow moved eastwards passed Tarmin onto the isolated tower on its barren
outcrop.


Maladran held his trance as he called the shadow back
into the cooling heart resting in his outstretched hands. Its return sent a
jolt of pain through him like a knife being thrust into his own chest. His eyes
snapped open to stare directly into those of his victim, blank and glassy and
the heart began to pulsate again in his hand. Words of necromancy framed in his
mind and issued from his lips as if they were someone else's and not his own.
With care, as if he were handling a new born life, he placed the heart in the
cavity made in his prisoner's chest, obscenely cradled by the splayed ribs. The
man groaned in agony and the body twitched with returning life.


"Show me what your eyes have seen," demanded
Maladran.


The body which was once Garrin jerked in its chains
and words formed on bloodless lips silently begging for the release of the
other prisoner.


"Your sight first," insisted Maladran.


The woman in chains moaned in protest but Garrin
acquiesced. Maladran took his knife and cut out his prisoner's eye, ignoring
his screams and the blood which ran across his hands. He held the orb close to
his heart and closed his eyes. Before him a golden-haired girl sat on the edge
of a bed, gently crying, while the two old men who guarded her loaded their
belongings into a small pony trap preparing for a journey. Maladran’s frown deepened
as he considered why the girl should be crying. If she were returning home she
should have been happy, unless there was something he couldn’t see.


He took his knife a second time and without asking
permission prised his prisoner’s other eye from its socket. This time when he
held the eye he saw a young man on a silver horse entering the forest along the
pathway which would lead to the woodsman’s cottage. He gave a sly grin. Now he
understood the girl’s tears. He opened his eyes again and looked supremely
satisfied with himself.


"So the princess returns to be wed does she
whilst her prince seeks his true love in the forest, eager to give her love's
first kiss? But we cannot allow that to happen can we?"


The sorcerer walked thoughtfully across the small chamber
and dropped the eyes carelessly into a brazier, undisturbed by the spitting the
orbs created as they were incinerated or the hideous scream of their previous
owner.


"Maladran," Garrin's voice echoed in his
mind. "Your bargain, my wife's release in return for the use of my
spirit."


Maladran gave a harsh inhuman laugh. "I haven't
finished with your spirit yet."


"Your bargain," insisted the living corpse.


"Very well, promise me one more service and I
will release her here and now."


"You will have just the one more service from
me," agreed Garrin.


Maladran nodded in acceptance, drew his serrated edged
knife and sliced cleanly through the woman's throat.


*


The small door at the rear of the magicians’ tower in
the palace of Vinmore opened easily despite not having been used for so long. Plantagenet’s
warding had kept everyone and everything at bay so that now, on their return,
their home was almost the same as when they had left it. There was evidence of
Jonderill's brief visit, some scattered powders and a mixing bowl lying
unattended on the table. A single cobweb stretched from the table to a chair,
the work of a solitary spider which must have gained access at the same time as
their apprentice. As for dust and dirt and the usual signs of decay which occur
when rooms remain empty for a long time, they were happily missing. Even a
bunch of blue cornflowers which Jonderill had picked on the morning of the
princess's betrothal remained brilliant blue and unfaded.


Unfortunately the journey from the forest cottage to
their tower had not been the joyous affair the two magicians had imagined when
they had talked about their return to the city that morning. Although the cart,
pulled by the same piebald pony which had carried them away from the palace, travelled
at a jaunty pace and the setting sun shone on the turreted palace, making the
honey-coloured stone sparkle, they were quiet and subdued. Animus had started
out chatting excitedly about the things he would do when he finally returned
home but for all his outlandish suggestions and Plantagenet’s occasional dry
witticisms, Rosera never once spoke or smiled.


Now she stood forlornly in the guest room whilst
Animus pulled the long drapes closed and Plantagenet carefully took the fur
cloak from around her shoulders. Gently he moved her forward towards the
Weiswald table with its mirror of bronze and eased her into the seat. He gave
Animus a despairing look but the fat magician just shrugged, unable to think of
anything to say which would help the situation.


"My dear," said Plantagenet kindly. "We
have a gift for you which we would like you to wear when you return to your
father's court and perhaps at your wedding if you would so honour us."


He opened a polished wooden box, which Animus held out
for him, and withdrew a white gold circlet studded with sea sapphires which
matched the colour of her eyes. Plantagenet placed it on the Princess's head
where the gems caught the candle light and reflected it back in aquamarine
shafts of light. The magicians looked pleased with themselves but Rosera
continued to stare blankly at the bronze mirror on the table, a tear silently
falling from her eye.


"I'm sorry, my child. If there were any other way
of fulfilling your destiny without keeping your betrothal promise we would take
it but you are a princess and you have your duty, the same as we have
ours."


Animus tugged at Plantagenet’s sleeve and started to
pull him back towards the door. "Let's give her a little time to be by herself,
she might feel better then.


"Do you think that is wise?"


"Of course it is, the sun is almost set and
nothing can happen to her here, the tower is double-warded. Anyone who tries to
enter will regret it for a very long time and that goes for Maladran too."


"We will be outside if you need us, dear,"
called Plantagenet as Animus pushed him through the doorway.  He turned to give the princess a last look but
she hadn’t moved.


"Poor child," said Animus, quietly closing
the door behind him and standing with his hands on his hips. "It's not
right, you know, having to do something you don't want to do just because
you're a princess."


"But it's her duty," said Plantagenet
without conviction.


"Duty be damned, she's a girl in love."


"But what can we do about it?"


"We can tell the king, that's what we can do.
When he sees how unhappy his daughter is I'm sure he won't make her marry a man
she doesn't like." He grabbed hold of Plantagenet’s sleeve and pulled him
forward down the long spiralling stairs. "Come on before it's too
late."


Plantagenet followed behind, reluctant to leave the
princess on her own but equally reluctant to see her wed to a man she didn’t
love. He was still scowling and deep in thought when he removed the warding
around the rear door and Animus opened it. The setting sun cast a golden light
over the courtyard, reflecting brightly off the soft hued stone but the open
doorway was cloaked in darkness. It sent a chill of horror through both
magicians and froze them to the spot before it suddenly swirled passed them,
spiralling upwards through the tower towards its goal.


Rosera had heard the magicians close the door behind
them and was grateful to be left alone with her own thoughts. Everything had
happened so fast that she’d had no time to think things through or come to
terms with what she was. Yesterday she would have been excited at the prospect
of being a princess and living in a palace instead of a woodsman's cottage but
today all she wanted was her simple home and the man she had met.


She took the circlet of gold and sapphires from her
hair and studied it carefully. It was an object of real beauty but to her it
might as well have been iron manacles, for both her marriage and the gift would
bind her against her will. Rosera turned the circlet in her hands watching the
light reflect from the brightly coloured gems and it occurred to her that its
value would keep a woodsman and his family for half a lifetime.


For a moment she hesitated, considering whether it was
right to deny her duty and still take the gift which was meant for a princess.
She closed her eyes and shuddered with a sudden chill but when she opened them
again her mind was made up. Carefully she put the circlet safely back in its
box, put her fur cloak around her shoulders and left the room, quietly closing
the door behind her.


The spiralling stairway led upwards or downwards and
whilst downwards would have been the most logical way to go, Animus and Plantagenet
had only just passed that way. Apart from anything else the way seemed dark and
shadowy whilst golden sunlight still lit the stairs above. Clutching the box
tightly, Rosera started upwards, following the spiral stairs as they wound
their way around the inside of the tower. 


Once she stopped, certain she could hear someone call
her name but when she turned back and looked down the stairs they were deserted
and even darker than she remembered. The darkness made her shiver and she had a
sudden overwhelming need to be in the open and feel the sun on her face. She
hurried onwards, reaching a door which surely must have opened into the topmost
room but the stairs continued to climb, narrowing until they were only just
wide enough for her to pass.


The stairs stopped before a low arch and Rosera
stepped beneath it into the strangest room she had ever seen. The walls were of
ancient stone, pitted with age and blackened as if they had been in a great
fire. At head height the stones disappeared and dark timbers covered in bronze
leaned inwards to form a high conical spire far above her head. The room had no
windows and only the smallest amount of sunlight penetrated the cracks between
the conical roof and the stone walls. Despite this the room was light enough
for Rosera to see its contents and to know she had discovered some long
forgotten treasure.


Chests of gold coins lay open around the wall and
leather bags, untouched by age, spilled over with every kind of precious stone.
Strange carvings in ivory and ebony leaned against the walls but everything
faded into shadow as her eyes fell on the statuettes in bronze, silver and
gold. Mesmerised by their beauty, she walked in a dream towards the mound of
finely cast sky flyers and other animals, which were piled one on top of the
other, reaching up beyond the lip of the stone wall. The top most statuette was
propped up against the leaning timbers of the conical roof. It was a creation
of rare beauty, made of burnished silver which outshone any other metal or
gemstone, its fine, intricate detail making the creature appear alive. The
statuette was just beyond her reach but the need to hold it and feel its smooth
metal skin was overwhelming.


Rosera balanced herself on two bags of gems and
stretched upwards towards the statuette until her finger tips touched its
gleaming surface but her last straining effort was too much for her precarious
position and the bags of gemstones slipped beneath her. With a small cry she
fell to the floor with the silver horse tumbling after her.


*


"Maladran!" Animus and Plantagenet cried out
together and without bothering to close the tower door after them they ran up
the stairs, calling as loudly as their breathlessness would allow for Rosera to
stay where she was. Plantagenet reached the guest room first and flung the door
open, already certain that Rosera wouldn’t be there. He took one quick look and
closed the door after him just as Animus reached the top step, bright red and puffing
loudly. 


Plantagenet didn’t waste his breath on words but
continued upwards, two steps at a time, until they reached their end at the
entrance to Jonderill's room. Cautiously the magician entered, unsure of what
magic would be present to entrap them but the room was deserted without the
slightest sign of magic ever having been used there. Plantagenet left the
small, cold room deep in thought and waited for Animus to join him, still puffing
and blowing loudly.


From the look on Plantagenet’s face Animus didn’t need
to ask if she was there, which was just as well in his breathless state.
Instead he started to retrace his steps downwards in case he had missed some
clue to Daun's whereabouts. A sudden loud crash told him he was going in the
wrong direction and together, careless of the consequences, the two magicians
focused their power on the top step. Instantly the wall disappeared and other
steps materialised and at their end a low archway. The magicians ran forward,
calling to Rosera not to touch anything, and within moments they had negotiated
the narrow stairs and low archway to stand in a strange room they had never seen
before in their tower.


An unnatural icy cold hit them and the effort of
moving forward became as painful as wading through freezing water. In front of
them a dark shadow swirled, obliterating the far wall and stopping them with
the threat of its presence. A low voice, harsh and disembowelled, but clearly
that of Maladran, echoed around the room giving a cry of triumph.


"You poor, simple-minded fools, thinking you could
defeat me with your silly games and pathetic counter-spells. No one cheats
Maladran. Look fools! Look at your princess and weep."


The dark shadow gathered itself into a swirling spiral
and in an instant, was gone. In its place, Rosera lay on the dust covered floor
where she had fallen, her golden hair fanned around her and her arms out
stretched as if she were reaching for someone. At one side the golden circlet
had tumbled free of its box, whilst on the other, close to her head, lay a
silver statuette of a horse with flailing hooves. A small trickle of blood ran
from the princess's temple, brilliant red against her deathly white skin.


"This is all my fault!" cried Animus in
anguish. "I should never have suggested leaving her alone."


"It's both our faults," groaned Plantagenet.
"I should have known that Maladran would never give in." He knelt by
Daun's side and took her cold hand in his whilst Animus hovered close by, too
scared to ask if his sleeping spell had worked. Plantagenet looked up and
nodded sadly.  "She sleeps."


Animus gave a sigh of relief. "Thank all the gods
for small mercies."


"A small mercy it is," said Plantagenet
sadly. "For now we’ll have to go and break the news to King Steppen."


"I don't think that's a good idea," said
Animus nervously. "After stealing his daughter away and keeping her hidden
for all that time I don't think he's going to be very pleased when we tell him
we've failed and Daun is as good as dead."


"I suspect you're right but what can we do about
it? Without her true love's first kiss she could sleep for a hundred summers."


"Then we will have to go and find her true
love," said Animus with determination.


"You mean the boy from the forest?"


"Precisely." All we have to do is go to the
woodsman's cottage and wait for him to arrive, then we bring him back here and
he kisses her. By sunset tomorrow the spell will be broken once and for
all."


From the courtyard below and the high ramparts,
fanfares and cheering sounded, announcing the setting of the sun and the
beginning of the wedding festivities.


"That's tomorrow," said Plantagenet in alarm
but what do we tell Steppen tonight?"


For a moment Animus looked crestfallen and then he
gave a big, beaming smile. "I know, we'll put everyone to sleep and then
the king will never know how things went wrong until we've put it all right and
by then he’ll be so overjoyed to see his daughter again that he won't care
about one nights’ delay."


"It seems a good idea to me but can you do
it?"


"Oh yes, simple. It's just a rewording of my
earlier enchantment and just to make certain no one comes into the palace
uninvited whilst the guards are asleep, I'll put a ward around the place at the
same time. Now you move the princess to somewhere more comfortable whilst I
work out the right words."


Plantagenet looked a little dubious but concentrated
his power into his wand to levitate the sleeping princess to the canopied bed
in the guest room. With care and affection he arranged her golden hair and
placed the circlet in position. He folded her hands demurely across her breast
and covered her feet and legs with her fur cloak in case she should become
cold. When he had finished he stepped back to admire her beauty, a single tear
glistening in his eyes. He wiped it quickly away as Animus stepped forward.


"Are you ready?" 


Animus nodded. "As ready as I will ever be."
 He raised his wand and began.


Come gentle vine and finest flower,


to keep all undisturbed in innocent
bliss.


Protect them all in sleep’s deep
bower,


until she is woken by true love's
first kiss.



 

Animus concentrated his power and felt his wand warm
in his hand. Slowly he turned, his arm outstretched, and little by little
released the enchantment. Outside the tower guards yawned and stretched and
closed their eyes as they propped themselves up with halberd and spear. Heralds
rested their horns and sat back against the parapets whilst all those who had
come to celebrate the princess's wedding sank gently to the ground and slept.
In the busy kitchen, where an army of cooks and servants prepared the night's
banquet, the Housecharge gave the order to rest and sat back in his chair by
the hearth. Grateful scullions curled up in sleep and the huge fire flickered
and went out.


In the Great Hall, knights led their ladies to chairs
and benches and then fell asleep at their sides whilst Steppen leaned back
against his throne, Porteous next to him and in a moment both were gently
snoring. The city folk stopped what they were doing, overcome with weariness
and found comfortable places to sleep. Horses on roadsides or in stables braced
their legs and closed their eyes, whilst dogs and cats curled up comfortably
together. Sky singers flying overhead settled to roost on the palace's many
towers and spiders stopped their never ending spinning. Even the fountain,
which bubbled and flowed in the palace courtyard, became still and a peaceful
silence settled over Alewinder.


Beyond the edge of the city thick trunks of honeyvine
broke through the ground, spreading tendrils which grew into entwined vines,
twice the height of a man. The vines produced long curling fingers which
twisted around each other and were covered with cream flowers, heavy with the
fragrance of honey, which gave the vine its name.


Animus looked out of the tower window and yawned
loudly. "Well, that seems to have done the trick. All we have to do now is
go and find the young man and bring him back here."


He yawned again, hardly able to keep his eyes open.
When Plantagenet didn’t reply he turned slowly, sinking to his knees and looked
at the sleeping magician through half-closed eyelids.


"Oh my goodness, I think I've overdone it."


~    ~   
~    ~    ~











[bookmark: _Toc362874999]CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


Perguine the Pocket



 

     Pellum
whistled a cheerful tune as Sansun trotted along the woodland path, his ears
pricked to catch any sound of danger which might be hidden by his master's
unwelcome noise. The tune had come from a ditty which was currently popular in
the inns’ of the six kingdoms. Although Pellum didn’t know all the words of its
many verses, the chorus was a ribald account of a wanton maiden, well endowed
by nature and free with her charms.


Pellum laughed to himself at the appropriateness of
the song he’d chosen and thought of the girl who would tonight become a woman.
He gave his horse a good natured slap on its muscular neck and Sansun snorted
in appreciation, picking his hooves up higher and almost prancing along. It was
a perfect evening, warm but with just enough breeze to keep it fresh, the
setting sun turning the topmost leaves burning gold and very soon, he thought,
it would be a perfect night.


Without warning Sansun came to an abrupt halt, muscles
tense and nostrils flaring. Pellum pushed himself off the horse's neck and back
into the saddle and looked around to see what it was that had alarmed the
stallion. His hand moved to his sword hilt and eased the blade in its scabbard
as he searched the forest edge. Vinmore was a peaceful and prosperous kingdom
but there were still those who would attack a single rider.


Cautiously he peered into the shadowy forest to see
who was there but unless they were very well hidden, the woodlands seemed
deserted. He stroked Sansun's trembling neck, spoke some encouraging words and
heeled him on. Sansun reluctantly obeyed, moving forward at a cautious walk,
ears pricked and nostrils still flared to catch any scent of danger.


When they reached the edge of the clearing where the
woodsman's cottage stood Sansun stopped again, every muscle tense and this time
digging his hooves into the forest floor and refusing to go on. Pellum made a
cursory inspection of the clearing and dismounted. Everything appeared normal;
chickens pecked fussily around the door of the cottage, smoke curled up in a
thin grey line from the stone chimney and windows stood open to allow the evening
breeze to enter. He stroked Sansun’s sensitive nose and gave the horse one last
pat before walking jauntily across the clearing to the cottage door. 


Pellum stopped outside the cottage to straighten his
tunic slightly and resettle his hunting cap with the coolly bird feather before
knocking on the door. The sound seemed to echo unnaturally loud across the
clearing and he shivered with a sudden uncomfortable feeling. He looked back at
Sansun and wondered if this was a good idea after all but before he could
change his mind and back away the door opened and the warmth of the cottage's
interior invited him in. Pellum turned and gave Sansun a salute of bravado and,
ignoring the stallion's snort of alarm, walked boldly into the cottage.


For a moment all was silent and then, with a crash,
the door slammed behind him. Pellum jumped at the sudden noise and swung around
expecting to see one of the girl's outraged guardians. Instead he stepped back
in alarm as three monstrous creatures leaped towards him. Pellum had never seen
such creatures before. They were a good three hands shorter than he was but
what they lost in height they made up for in bulging muscles and ferocious
appearance.


All three were identical with long snouts and mouths
full of razor sharp teeth. Each had two short horns growing from their heads
just above small beady eyes and two tusks that protruded downwards either side
of their mouths. Their skin was dark grey and as smooth as river washed stone
and as they wore no coverings he could see that they were all male.


“Oh shit! Where in hellden have you come from?”


He drew his sword and backed into the centre of the
room giving himself more space to wield his blade but as soon as he moved other
creatures appeared from behind him until he was surrounded by twelve of the
grotesque monsters. He turned in a circle trying to find an advantage but
whilst the creatures carried no weapons he knew his chances of getting out of
the place alive were worse than poor. His only hope was to reach the door and
move outside, then he would have more room and if he could reach his horse he
could escape. Even if he couldn’t reach Sansun the horse would come to his aid
and that would improve the odds no end.


“Come on then you ugly bastards; let’s see how well
you do with a sword in your guts.


He plunged forward and thrust his sword at the chest
of the creature which stood between him and the door. The sword point struck the
grey body and snapped, sending a jarring shock up the blade and through
Pellum's wrist and arm. 


“Bugger!” He shook his stinging arm and looked at what
was left of his sword. “Fucking body armour!”


With a less than elegant overhead blow he brought the
remains of his sword down with all his strength on what he hoped would be the creature’s
most vulnerable spot, the space between its head and shoulder. The creature
gave a roar of pain as the sword connected with its neck and leaped at Pellum,
knocking the shattered half of the sword to one side. Pellum clutched his wrist
as if it had been broken by the jarring impact of metal on stone and raised his
arm just in time to protect his face as the tusked creature crashed into him.


The weight of the creature knocked him to the floor
but he rolled once and was on his feet again in a heartbeat. With grunts and
snarls the surrounding circle of creatures pulled back allowing their leader
more room to fight. It snorted loudly like a wild tusker and rushed forward but
Pellum leapt to one side and the creature careered into another of the monsters,
knocking it to the ground with a howl of rage. Pellum saw the opening and,
taking his chance, dashed through the gap which had been made, getting as far
as the hearth before the snarling creatures once again surrounded him.


They started to move forward closing the circle and he
looked around desperate to find some sort of weapon to defend himself. The
nearest thing to a sword was a heavy fire iron and he grabbed it just as one of
the creatures leapt forward. He brought it down with all his force on the
shoulder of the charging creature stopping it dead in its tracks. The monster
howled and staggered backwards leaving behind a smashed arm of solid grey stone.


Pellum swung the heavy fire iron around him, slowing
their advance, and started to edge his way along the wall to the door. He’d
made it half way there when the creatures charged, all twelve at once. The fire
iron connected with one, smashing down into its skull and shattering the
monster’s head into sharp splinters of stone but the others were instantly upon
him and forced him to the ground.


He wrapped his arms around his head to protect himself
but they were roughly pulled away and bound behind his back. Heavy ropes were
wrapped around his body pressing so tightly that he could barely breathe and
pinning his arms to his sides so he couldn’t move. Other ropes bound his ankles
and knees until he was helpless. Finally a heavy sack was pulled over his head
and tied at his throat so that he was plunged into complete darkness.


For a moment he was left on the floor at his captors’
mercy and he waited with his heart pounding for them to take their revenge for
the death and mutilation of one of their pack but the revenge never came. Instead
strong hands and muscular arms took tight hold of him along the length of his
body and lifted him from the floor. He could feel himself being hoisted into
the air high above the creatures’ heads and their sharp horns and then there
was movement and a sensation of being carried forward at speed. Pellum closed
his eyes and prayed.


*


Jonderill looked up from his half empty goblet of flat
ale and wondered how much longer he could make the drink last. The innkeeper, a
large man with heavy muscles and broken teeth had already looked at him twice
and he was certain the next time the innkeeper would insist on him purchasing
food and drink or leave his place at the rickety table to someone who would
spend a gellstart or two.


It wasn't that he didn't have any coin but what he had
needed to go a long way if he were going to make it as far as the great ocean.
He’d no idea why he wanted to go there except that he’d been fascinated by Plantagenet’s
description of rolling blue waters for as far as the eye could see. There was
always the thought that in Tarbis, or perhaps on the far side of the ocean, he
would find a clue to his identity.


A shadow fell across the table and he looked up to
find the innkeeper standing in front of the smoking oil lamp, his massive arms
crossed, staring at him in annoyance. Jonderill swallowed his flat ale and
ordered another goblet, bread and cheese and paid with one of his three
remaining silver gellstart. The innkeeper slapped a few drac in change back
onto the table but it wasn’t enough to buy a sleeping place for the night in
the hayloft. Jonderill shrugged, he was getting used to sleeping in the hedge
bottom but it wasn’t his preferred choice. 


He had to be particularly careful now as he’d crossed
the border into Leersland where vagrants, if they were caught, became bound
servants, unless they could prove they had a trade or they were mercenary
soldiers looking for work. His situation would result in a fate worse than that
and even though the brand on his arm was small and faded with time he
instinctively checked to ensure that it was covered. It made him sick to know
that he was considered to be worth less than a vagrant in this land. He was an
escaped kingsward and his life would always belong to the King of Leersland. If
he was captured he would be returned and his fate would undoubtedly be slavery
or death. Despite his current misery neither was a happy prospect.


As he slowly nibbled his dried up and slightly mouldy cheese
he tried to consider his options. He’d come to the inn hoping to be able to
stay there until it emptied and then perhaps sleep under the table in exchange
for chopping wood the following day. Unfortunately it had soon become clear
that the innkeeper was a surly man who would as easily betray him to the
kingsguard for a few drac as let him work for a night’s sleep.


He looked around the old inn with its broken furniture
and smoking lamp light and thought that the landlord could do with some help.
The walls were a dirty yellow, becoming dark brown towards the ceiling where
the smoke from the oil lamps collected. The tables were old and scarred and in
need of scrubbing, whilst the floor was littered with rubbish and moulding food
scraps squashed into layers of dried mud. What else lived there was uncertain
but he could make a good guess. It was a foul place and he suddenly felt
grateful for not having the chance to sleep there for the night.


Loud peals of laughter made him look up as three men,
the youngest barely older than he was, entered the inn and immediately demanded
service and a table. The low murmur of voices in the inn increased to an
excited buzz and the innkeeper immediately sent his pot boy out to spread the
word that three couriers had arrived at the inn. Jonderill had seen their like
before in the inn owned by Barrin’s father. He knew that this place was shortly
going to become very busy as the villagers came to listen to the despatch
riders.


They not only carried the letters of the rich and
powerful but news to every village and town across the length and breadth of
the six kingdoms. Wherever they stopped to rest they were made as welcome as
kings and given free food and ale in exchange for news. Jonderill popped the
last of the cheese into his mouth, grabbed his half-filled mug and moved as
close to them as he could. The landlord cleared a space in the centre of the
inn and spread the largest table he had with roasted meat, pickled vegetables,
bread and fresh cheeses as well as a large flagon of wine and a stone jug of
ale.


When the three couriers had satisfied their thirst and
washed the dust of the road from their throats the youngest began recounting events
from Northshield whilst the other two tucked into their meal. There, the sea
coast had been attacked by long-haired savages from across the sea in boats
bristling with spears and powered by warriors who wore skins and not much else.
He detailed the villages which had been sacked by the invader and then gave a
vivid description of how King Borman had led a force of two hundred men against
the invaders and pushed them back into the sea, killing many of them and
setting their boats on fire.


When he’d finished and the applause had died away his
two older companions nodded approvingly, pleased at the way the youngster’s
developing story telling skills had delivered the news. For all their approval
the real test would come later when people asked him questions about relatives
and friends and he would be expected to remember who had died in which village
as well as which new lives had come into the world since news last came from
the north.


The crowd, which now packed every nook and cranny in
the inn, waited in silence whilst the youngest of the couriers began to eat
what remained of the meal and the second of the three recounted the details of
a battle on the southern borders where the army of King Sarrat, aided by a
group of mercenaries from the north, had fought the desert nomads; taking their
ruler’s son prisoner and pushing them back into the desert. In a low conspiratorial
voice he told the hushed crowd how, under torture, Prince Kremin had revealed
that the treacherous King Borman had been supplying them with horses and
weapons for the past four summers.


He sat back smugly and announced that King Sarrat was
outraged and he was gathering an army to strike north into Northshield. The
crowd let out a long sigh as if they had been holding their breath and others
whispered to each other about the details of how their country had defeated the
hated nomads for the final time. A few of those who listened had sons or
brothers fighting for the King. They desperately wanted news of their kin and
when they would return but knew better than to interrupt the courier whilst he
wove his story. Long experience of telling his tales to news-hungry villagers
always brought each battle vividly to life, and as usual, his tale earned him
loud applause and a shower of dracs.


Silence settled in the inn once more as the crowd
waited eagerly for the third courier to tell his story. He was the senior of
the three, his face weather beaten from endless days travelling the roads of
the six kingdoms. To him would befall the honour of telling the most
outstanding piece of news. More people from the outlying farms had now arrived
at the inn pressing the earlier arrivals forward and craning their necks to
catch a glimpse of the senior courier as he finished the last of his cheese and
washed it down with a goblet of wine.


They knew that if news of invasion and war had been
told by his juniors the news that he had to tell would be incredible indeed. He
began his story to a background of shuffling feet, clattering ale pots and whispered
comments but by the time his tale reached its climax there was utter silence
and his audience held their breath in expectation.


"And there it was before me, the most wondrous
thing I or my companions or anyone in the six kingdoms have ever seen; a
towering hedge of honeyvine, twice as high as a man and twenty paces
deep." There was a gasp of wonder from the listeners. "But that was
not the greatest wonder at all. Behind the barrier of vine and flowers was a
palace with its many golden turrets reaching to touch the sky and a city
nestling beneath its protective walls. 


Nothing in the palace or the city moved. The people
were still, the dogs didn't bark and children didn't cry, even the sky singers failed
to fly overhead. Gentlemen, you may take my word on it that the city of
Alewinder lies under an impenetrable enchantment and all its people sleep and
will remain that way until the enchantment is broken."


In an instant there was a clamour of voices and
Jonderill, his head spinning with the shock of the news, began pushing his way
through the crowd to where the courier sat, besieged by people demanding to
know more about the unbelievable happenings in Vinmore. Dozens of questions
were shouted out all at once by the excited crowd but the courier just folded
his arms and looked vaguely amused. He’d been in this situation many times and
knew that if he refused to answer their questions he would be encouraged to be
more forthcoming by a shower of silver gellstart. Only then would he answer
questions at the price of a gellstart each.


It wasn’t what couriers were supposed to do as they
were already paid by their patrons but he would retire when two more summers
had passed and he planned to make his retirement as comfortable as possible. Using
his trained memory he gave the details of what he’d seen, what he’d been told
and the names of Alewinder's inhabitants who had been fortunate enough to be
absent from the city when the enchantment struck its blow.


Jonderill listened carefully from his position three
rows back from the couriers’ table, putting events together as best he could
from the answered questions. When at last every question had been answered and
the courier had collected together a heavy bag of coins, the three messengers
stood to leave, briefly saluting the innkeeper for his hospitality and then pushing
their way through the chattering crowd to reclaim their horses and continue on
their way to the next inn.


He squeezed his way out of the inn, a dozen more
questions ready but only two gellstart to pay for answers. He waited for the
three couriers to mount and then stepped forward, bowing in respect to the
eldest. 


"Please, sir," Jonderill began, standing at
the horse’s head and blocking the courier’s way. "I need to know more
about the enchantment."


The courier looked down, annoyed at being delayed.
"I’ve told you everything I know. Now let me pass."


"I can pay for answers." Jonderill pulled
the last two silver coins from his belt and held them out to the courier.


"Well what is it?" The courier snatched the
coins from his hand.


"Does the Princess Daun still live and where are
her guardians, the two elderly magicians?"


The courier gave a derisory snort. "How should I
know, I wasn't inside the city when the enchantment fell otherwise I wouldn't
be here now, would I fool?"


He pushed the coins into his belt and heeled his horse
forward, pushing Jonderill roughly out of the way. The other two couriers began
to follow him but for a moment the youngest drew his horse to a stop and looked
back.


"If it’s Plantagenet and Animus you refer to they
were seen entering the palace just before sunset but nobody has seen them
since. I think you can take it that whatever befell Alewinder also caught the
two magicians."


"Thank you," muttered Jonderill, his mind a
whirl of confused thoughts.


"Good luck," said the courier and then he
was gone.


*


The honeyvine hedge twisted backwards and forwards,
entangling one tendril around another until it was impossible to tell which
thick trunk bore which bough and which branch which tendril. Not only was the
barrier far too high to climb over but the branches dipped down to touch the
ground so that even a long eared hopper couldn’t squeeze beneath it. Someone
had tried to cut through the green vine but as fast as they hacked at the dense
foliage new young tendrils grew to replace the damaged ones and so quickly that
the attacker had been forced gently backwards before they had reached further
than a hand span’s depth into the hedge.


Jonderill sat on a grassy bank and studied the barrier
but like all the others who had come to see this wonder of enchantment, he’d no
idea how to penetrate its entanglement to reach the city within. His journey
back to Vinmore had been made at twice the speed of the outward journey,
stopping only once for rest and not at all for food. Now he sat and stared at
the natural barrier and the tops of the towers which could be seen beyond and
wondered why he’d deprived himself of sleep and sustenance.


It was obvious the inhabitants of Alewinder and the
palace were not going anywhere and wouldn’t be until the enchantment was
lifted. He’d tried probing with his limited powers to see if he could reach Plantagenet
or Animus but the magic which bound the hedge was too powerful to penetrate and
all that he’d managed to do was give himself a headache. He closed his tired eyes
and buried his head in his hands, helpless and miserable.


"Queer do, aint it?"


Jonderill looked up questioningly at the small man
with weasel like features who had approached without him hearing and now sat on
the grassy bank next to him.


"I means that there 'edge suddenly popping out of
the ground an' trapping all of 'em inside, 'cept those who got locked out of
their own 'ome of course." He cut a chunk of dried meat off a thick length
of sausage and handed it to Jonderill who, having not eaten since the dry bread
and cheese in the Leersland inn, took it gratefully. 


"Were you one of those who were locked out?"


"Nah. It aint my city, well no more than any
other is. I've been around a bit yer see but I aint never seen owt like that,
an' that's the truth."


The man took a large flat loaf of bread from beneath
his jerkin and broke it in half, giving one half to Jonderill along with a
wedge of reddish coloured cheese which he took from a large hidden pocket in
his voluminous breeches. Jonderill accepted them thankfully and without
question. He didn’t know where the man had acquired breakfast from but he was
certain it hadn’t been obtained honestly. It didn’t make any difference to him;
it still tasted good.


He studied his benefactor as he ate his food. The man
was small, not much larger than a half grown child and was as thin as one who
had been cruelly starved. His hands were long and lean and the fingers, which
ended in carefully pointed nails, were extra long and always on the move.
Whilst his body appeared to be that of a child, his features were those of a
man well into his middle years. His eyes were dark, shrewd and constantly on
the lookout and his lips thin to the point of disappearing, except when he
laughed, when his grin gave him the appearance of a mischievous imp.


He delved into another hidden pocket and produced a
flask of light honey wine which he passed to Jonderill. "I bets yer fed up
stuck out 'ere all on yer tod or are yer waitin' fer yer magician mates?"


Jonderill hastily swallowed his last mouthful of
cheese. "Do you know who I am?"


"Oh yeh, I use ta see yer around wiv the two
magicians although that were some time ago. Yer don't suppose I go sharin' me
'ard won breakfast wiv anyone do yer? I aint usually as polite as this only I
wanted to find out what yer goin' to do so I knows if it's safe to stick around
or not."


"What I’m going to do?" asked Jonderill
incredulously.


"Yeh, what yer goin' to do, 'cause there aint
nobody else left to do anythin' about that."


"I don't know," said Jonderill dejectedly.


"Well you'd better do somethin', I don't fancy
this ‘ere ‘edge bein’ stuck out 'ere in the middle of the 'ighway for the next
'undred years. 'Ow did it get 'ere in the first place?"


"I'm not sure, something to do with the
enchantment I suppose."


"An enchantment? Well 'ows about that. What did
this 'ere enchantment 'ave to say then?”  He took a long swig of his wine and passed the
flask back to Jonderill.


"Roughly it said that if the princess falls off a
silver horse she would fall asleep and not die; only it was Animus's
enchantment so anything could have happened."


"A bit uncertain was 'e?"


"Inept would be a better word but even he
couldn't have got it this wrong."


"Well s'pose 'e didn't, s'pose 'e meant things to
turn out like this, what else did the enchantment say?"


Jonderill thought hard for the exact words; four
summers had passed since he’d last heard them spoken. "She will sleep
forever until woken by true love's first kiss.""There we 'ave it
then, all yer 'ave to do is find the man she's in love wiv an' persuade 'im to
give 'er a kiss."


"How do I do that?" Jonderill asked
despairingly. "As far as I know she's never met a man, let alone had the
chance to fall in love, unless of course she did it a long time ago."


"Then we 'ave a problem don't we an' that's goin'
to require some snoopin' around. When it comes to findin' fings out their aint
no one better at snoopin' around than Perguine." Jonderill looked at him
with a raise eyebrow. "That's me, fool, Perguine the Pocket, at yer
service. Now where does we start?"


Jonderill looked at Perguine suspiciously. It had been
a long time since he’d lived in the magicians’ tower but when he had he’d known
most of  the people of Alewinder by sight
and Perguine was not amongst them. He was certain he would have remembered him;
the small man was quite unforgettable. Jonderill slowly stood, fixing the axe
he still carried to his belt and slinging his two small bags over his shoulder.


“I don’t think there’s anything I can do to help, it’s
none of my business anyway. Thanks for the breakfast.”


Perguine packed up the remains of their breakfast and
stashed them away in yet another large pocket and fell in behind Jonderill.
“Well, ifs yer not goin’ ter ‘elp, what is yer goin’ ter do? I means yer can’t
go ‘ome and yer aint got no coin ter spend so yer a bit stuck aint yer?”


Jonderill increased his walking speed so the little
man had to almost run to keep up. “I’ve got coin, I’m just looking for
somewhere to stay, that’s all.”


The little man ran to overtake him and then ran
backwards waving his hands in the air until Jonderill stopped. “Now, lad, don’t
yer be liein’ to me, I knows yer aint got no coin otherwise yer wouldn’t be
gobblin’ up me breakfast like yer aint seen food fer a week.” He poked
Jonderill in the chest with a long boney finger. “Folks like us on limited
means aught ter stick tergether so I’s got a proposition fer yer. I’s got a job
ter do, a little ticklin’ of a bloke who ows me an’ don’t want ter pay ‘is dues
an I need someone ter watch me back. ‘ows about it? Yer do me a favour an’
I’lls buy yer dinner an’ then I’ll ‘elp yer find this ‘ere lover boy.”


Jonderill thought about it for a moment. He didn’t
altogether trust Perguine but as he hadn’t a clue how he was going to rescue
the princess by himself and he didn’t have a drac to his name his options were
limited. He nodded his head in agreement and received a hearty slap on the back
from his new employer.


Watching Perguine’s back turned out to be easier than
he’d imagined. All he had to do was stand beneath an old crumbling archway in
the small village a few candle lengths’ walk from Alewinder and watch the rear
exit of the building opposite. Perguine was gone for less than a candle length
and when he finally left the building Jonderill had to tell him who had entered
and left the place. It had been simple; the only person who had entered was a
well dressed woman with her head and shoulders covered by a dark shawl. She had
looked vaguely familiar but Jonderill couldn’t place where he’d seen her before
so he didn’t bother mentioning his feelings. 


Perguine was pleased with the report which he listened
to as he led Jonderill to the far end of the village, where he stopped at a
dark inn with a broken sign. Jonderill looked at the door warily but Perguine
walked straight in allowing the smell of roasting meat to waft out to where
Jonderill was hesitating. The smell was irresistible as was the tart cider which
accompanied it and the soft feather mattress and clean blankets which the two
of them shared in an upstairs room. 


In the morning he felt less suspicious of his new
companion and had an answer ready for when Perguine again posed the question of
where should they start looking for the man who would break the enchantment.


"I suppose the best place would be back at the woodsman's
cottage,” said Jonderill, “That’s where she spent the last four summers."


"Nows yer talkin', I'll make a snoop out of yer
yet."


For most of the day they walked in silence,
occasionally meeting a traveller heading towards Alewinder to see the
mysterious hedge and stopping twice to drink from a stream and eat the remains
of the food stashed in Perguine’s large hidden pockets. Once they were on the
forest pathways, where there were no travellers, Perguine told him hilarious
tales of being a thief, pick-pocket and scoundrel in an attempt to make him
laugh.


"But I aint never killed no one," he
insisted vehemently. "I don't 'old wiv killin' so’s I don't carry no
weapon 'cept me knife an' that aint for 'urtin' no one. S'pose that's why I'm
so light on me feet on accounts that I do more than me share of 'idin' and
runnin.'"


Jonderill laughed somewhat bitterly; it was a nice
idea if you could manage it.


The sun had almost set by the time they reached the
cottage in the forest clearing. Long shadows speckled the ground as the last of
the sun's rays filtered through the leafy canopy and house flyers swooped back
and forth to their nesting place beneath the thatched roof. Both men strained
their ears for the slightest unusual sound but everywhere seemed as calm and as
peaceful as a deserted cottage should be. Jonderill led the way forwards
towards the cottage door but when he turned around, expecting his new friend to
be close behind him, Perguine was nowhere to be found. Jonderill frowned but continued
on his own, pulling out his axe just in case there was someone or something in
the cottage which shouldn’t be there. For a moment he hesitated at the cottage
door and then threw it wide open ready to defend himself with his woodsman’s axe
if someone attacked him but the cottage was deserted. He stepped over the
threshold and took in the scene of shattered furniture and broken stone which
looked out of place in the comfortable living room where he’d spent so many
evenings in the peaceful company of Rosera and the two magicians.


"I'm assumin' yer didn't leave the place like
this?" asked Perguine, suddenly appearing from behind Jonderill and making
him jump. He shook his head in reply. "Then I guess there's been a barney
and not too long ago by the looks of it." He walked passed Jonderill,
kicking bits of broken furniture out of the way and picking his way amongst the
debris. "I saw some 'orse prints outside an' lots of uver prints but I
couldn'a make out what they were ‘cept they weren’t ‘uman."


Something red caught his eye and he stopped to pick up
the hunting hat, decorated with long coolly bird feathers. "Yours?"


"No."


"The magicians’ then?"


"Definitely not."


"Then it's got ter belong ter the attacked or the
attacker, like this 'as." Perguine picked up a piece of the broken sword.


"I think it must have been the attacked,"
said Jonderill. "And this looks like it was the attacker."


Perguine leaned over Jonderill's shoulder where he had
crouched down to gather enough shattered stones pieces together to make a rough
reconstruction of a snouted head with tusks and horns.


"Yer not tryin' to tell me that thing lived are
yer?" Jonderill nodded. "It's bloody 'orrible."


"And it wasn't on its own. This one had its head
smashed and another one lost an arm. I guess from the number of footprints
outside that there were lots more of them. Whatever they were, they came in
force."


"So this 'ere man wiv a red 'at an' a fine sword,
comes 'ere to see the woman 'e loves an' these things jump 'im an' carries ‘im
off wivout spillin' a drop of blood? Soun’s a bit unlikely ta me."


"No, I’m right. You see, this place is enchanted
so that no one should be able to find it unless they have been invited here.
Plantagenet and Animus never left the cottage and I’ve invited no one here
except you so it must have been someone the Princess met in the forest. These
things must have found out about him and so they came here and captured him. I
bet they’re holding him prisoner somewhere so he never has the chance to give
the princess her true love's first kiss."


"Well, now we finks we knows what's 'appened all
we got to do is work out who's got 'im an' where."


"That's simple," said Jonderill confidently.
"I've seen these creatures before or something very like them; they belong
to Maladran the black. I bet our mysterious friend is being held as a prisoner
in the magician's tower, so all we have to do now is go in there and get him out.



“Why aint I cheerin’,” muttered Perguine to himself as
he followed Jonderill out of the door.


~    ~   
~    ~
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     "What
do yer know about this 'ere tower?" asked Perguine, breaking the long
silence between them. "I mean, 'as yer ever been there?"


They were walking through Leersland's northern forest
having crossed the Blue River the day before. Leersland's forest was identical
to Vinmore's and if it hadn’t been for the Blue River, which separated them, it
would have been impossible to tell where one kingdom ended and the other began.
Weiswald trees grew tall and massive, their open canopy allowing sunlight to
penetrate through to the forest floor so that the ground was dry underfoot and
leaves rustled crisply as they passed. A sprinkling of everleaf stood straight
and almost as tall as the leaf-shedding giants, ensuring a green tinge to the
forest even in winter. Now they looked dowdy next to the brightly coloured
leaves which turned orange as they caught the early morning sun.


"Yes, I know the tower; it’s not far from Tarmin
and stands on the crest of a fair sized rise with grassy banks and a commanding
view for miles around."


"Not the sort of place yer can creep up on an'
attack wiv an army then?"


"No. The tower is five stories high and Maladran
has his room at the very top. If he's keeping watch he'll see us coming
whatever we do. Why do you ask?"


"Nothin’, jus' like to know what I'm lettin'
meself in fer."


Perguine returned to his usual silent contemplation
and Jonderill gave him one or two suspicious glances before he decided he would
get nothing more from the secretive thief. He kicked irritably at the leaves
beneath his feet, annoyed that his travelling partner had once again created
more questions than he’d answered. It had been the same throughout their
journey, always asking questions but never giving a direct answer to anything
Jonderill asked. The thief hadn’t even answered when Jonderill asked why he was
going to Maladran's tower with him.


He was curious about that; it wasn’t as if Perguine
had any real reason to go there or to even want the giant honeyvine hedge to be
removed. On the other hand he was glad to have Perguine travelling with him.
The little man was an excellent hunter and each day when he disappeared he
always returned with a long eared hopper or a brace of coolly birds for
Jonderill to prepare and cook. He was sure that if he had been by himself he
would have gone hungry for most of the time.


"Is this 'ere Maladran goin' to keep 'is prisoner
up in the tower wiv 'im or 'as 'e got dungeons like?"


More questions thought Jonderill. "No, he’ll hold
him in the caverns below the tower where he does his work as Sarrat's soul
searcher." Jonderill gave an involuntary shudder at the thought of the
caverns. He’d never been down there but he knew of them and their fearful
reputation.


"Nasty," commented Perguine. "I don't
s'pose yer've got a plan to get 'im out 'ave yer?"


"Not yet but I'm working on it."


Perguine looked thoughtfully up at the sky. "Well
yer jus’ keep on thinkin' about it an' I'll goes an' sees what I can find fer
our dinner."


Before Jonderill could offer a word of caution the
little man had gone, disappearing into the forest without leaving a sign of his
passing. It was almost as if he were part of the forest Jonderill thought but
the brief history Perguine had given him of his past life was all to do with
towns and cities and nothing to do with the woodlands. Then there was the
question of his strange name, Perguine the Pocket. Such a name must refer to
the large hidden pockets in his over sized jerkin and baggy trousers which
always seemed to contain something useful, although where it all came from he
hadn't dared to ask, but he could guess.


Now, however, that was unimportant, what did matter
was how he was going to rescue the Princess, fast asleep in the palace with all
her loved ones and a whole city around her. First of all there was the
enchantment to break and for that he would need the man Maladran held in his
dungeons. Then there was that huge honeyvine hedge to cut through and what if
Maladran had put his own defensive spell around the place to keep people out?
If everything people said about Maladran were true there would be something dire
waiting to be set free by anyone foolish enough to enter the tower uninvited.


He’d no idea what that was likely to be or how was he
going to cope with whatever it was. The problem was immense, surely too much
for one man armed only with an ancient iron sword and hardly enough arcane
power to light a fire. Still, he thought, what was it Animus always said about
big problems which seemed unsolvable? Tackle them like you would a banquet. Cut
it up into small pieces and devour each small piece a bit at a time and soon
the whole table will be empty. Jonderill smiled at the thought of his master
and wondered if he would be feeling hungry in his sleep.


For the rest of the day Jonderill walked alone through
the forest towards his destination, stopping at noon by a small stream and
lighting a fire with just enough twigs to make some herb tea. He ate the few
berries and nuts he’d collected on his way and a cold coolly bird leg saved
from last night's meal. It wasn’t very filling but it would keep him going
until Perguine caught up with him, hopefully with the day's catch. The forest
was silent all around him and he supposed the animals and sky flyers had all
gone after being alarmed by his rustling through the leaves on the forest
floor. Once he thought he had heard the high-pitched challenge of an angry horse
and had stopped to listen but after a few moments everything settled down again
and the forest returned to its usual quiet.


As the sun set and darkness fell it became difficult
to follow the pathway through the woodlands so he stopped and made camp in a
small clearing. He collected wood for the fire, leaves for the beds and water
from the stream and then waited for Perguine. After a while he lit the fire and
made some herb tea but by the time the moon had risen over the tops of the
trees the small hunter still hadn’t arrived so Jonderill stoically settled down
with an empty stomach, which rumbled uncomfortably.


He’d been a fool to rely so much on a man who he
didn’t know well. He supposed Perguine had finally come to his senses and
decided that the rescue of a complete stranger from the horrors of a mad
magician's dungeon was more excitement than he needed. Jonderill could
understand how he felt but he had to go on if he wanted to rescue the Princess
so he curled up in his cloak, pulled the leaves he had gathered for Perguine’s
bed over him and was mercifully asleep in moments.


Hunger woke him with the first light of dawn and with
nothing to cook except the last of his herb tea he was back on the pathway
before the sun had touched the green canopy. As he walked he ate what nuts and
berries he could find, although it was the wrong time of year for them to be
plentiful. He also gathered a few wild mushrooms and onion root which would
provide him with a tasty, if thin soup, later in the day. The idea of setting
some snares crossed his mind but as he would have to wait at least until dark
for any results he decided against it. 


Tonight he would be at his destination and having meat
in his soup would be unimportant. Around noon, when the sun was high in the sky,
he stopped to drink from a stream and had the strangest feeling that someone
was watching him although he could see no one hiding in the trees. When he
continued on his way he listened carefully to the muted sounds around him and twice
more he was certain he heard footfalls but when he turned around there was no
one there. He cursed himself for being a nervous fool and after that hummed or
whistled to take his mind off whom or what might be following him.


Then, just before sunset when his stomach was starting
to complain loudly at the lack of food, he picked up the wonderful smell on the
slight breeze. It was faint at first and intermittent and then stronger and
more alluring. He knew he should be cautious but he couldn’t help quickening
his pace, his stomach rumbling and his mouth watering at the promise of roast
meat.


Forgetting caution completely he almost ran into the
clearing just before the trees began to thin at the edge of the forest and
there sat Perguine, with a skewered suckling grunter roasting over an open
fire. He looked up and grinned at Jonderill in his sly, discomforting way and
held out a large flask of sweet berry wine.


"Yer a little bit early, I guessed it would take
yer 'till sundown to get 'ere so the grub's not done yet, won't be long
though."


Jonderill stared at him with his hands on his hips not
sure whether he should feel pleased or put out by Perguine's sudden but belated
appearance. He was grateful for the wine and the food but as usual there was
something not quite right. Where had the grunter come from, not to mention the
wine? He stared at the wine and then at Perguine and waited for an explanation.


“Don’t yer mind ‘bout that; the owner went to the
privy an’ left it unattended. In any case ‘e can afford ter buy anuver.”


Jonderill wanted to ask if he had stolen the grunter
as well but instead he looked up at the spiralling smoke and scowled.


"It's all right old son, I've 'ad a look an yer
can't see or smell owt at the forest edge. Now 'ows about a nice piece of 'ot
grunter an' you tellin' me 'ow we’re goin' to get into that there tower."


Jonderill couldn't resist the peace offering and took
the proffered skewer of succulent meat pushing his misgivings to one side. He
sat heavily on the stump of a felled tree and told Perguine of his plan whilst the
juices of the meat ran down his fingers. When he finished the skewer he took a
long pull at the flask of sweet red wine and then started on a second skewer,
the fat hot and crisp. With his mood improving by the minute he finished
outlining his plan.


"So that's it," concluded Jonderill, licking
the last of the meat juices from his sticky fingers.


"That there aint much of a plan is it?"
remarked Perguine disparagingly."I suppose not but it was the best I could
come up with. The problem is not so much getting up to the tower without being
seen, the real difficulty is going to be getting inside the tower through
locked doors."


"Yer jus' leave that ter me, I's got a talent for
that sort of thing."


"You're coming with me then?"


"Of course I is. I aint come all this way for
nowt now 'ave I?”


"But why? What's in the tower for you?"


Perguine gave him a sly look. "Let's jus' say
it's me natural curiosity an' leave it at that."


Jonderill gave a sigh of frustration but let the matter
rest as he guessed it was the best answer he was likely to get. He concentrated
on clearing up the camp and fixing the old metal sword into his belt next to
his axe. Perguine was already waiting to go by the time he was ready, standing
with his hand on his hips and looking impatient.


"I knows yer jus' mean to walk up to that there
tower an 'elps yourself to lover boy but what 'appens if 'e's guarded?"


Jonderill shrugged. "I've got this.” He clutched
the hilt of the battered sword.


"That thing's seen better days an' that's fer
sure. Yer ever used it?"


"I used to practise with one like it but I've
never used one against a man before."


"Gawd 'elp us," Perguine said, turning away
from Jonderill and walking towards the edge of the forest.


Jonderill ran to catch him up and together they walked
between the widely spaced trees for what seemed to be an age. He thought that
the forest would never end and an uneasy feeling nagged at his mind telling him
that the woodland had never encroached so closely up to Maladran's tower
before. When he was about to say as much to his silent companion they emerged
from the forest in the last minutes of daylight.  Jonderill gave a cry of shock, stopped dead
and staggered back against the supporting trunk of a large everleaf, unable to
believe what he saw. Perguine looked at the tower and then back at Jonderill, a
sour look on his face.


"It's changed," whispered Jonderill through
his shock.


"Yer tellin' me. What 'appened to the grassy bank
an' the garden wiv the 'edge 'round it? The blasted place looks more like a
fortress than the ‘appy ‘ome of yer magician friend."


"It's Maladran. Somehow his magic must have
corrupted the place. What sort of powers must he be calling on to do this
terrible thing to the land?"


Jonderill continued to stare at the place which had
once been his home. The grassy bank on which he’d sat and first produced
elemental fire was gone, replaced by jagged black rock, barren of all life and
reaching up to the pinnacle on which the ancient tower perched. Gone were the
leafy vines which crept up the tower to soften its outline. Instead the tower
stood out starkly against the evening sky, a twisted column of tortured stone
battered and scarred by hideous carvings of fanged demons. The tower was black
and brooding and looked to be deserted, apart from the flickering light which
shone dimly from the highest window.


"'Spect it's the same power which brought those
stone critters to life, an' that aint a good fing fer us or yer plan."
Jonderill didn't reply but continued to stare at the jagged black rock which
surrounded the menacing tower. "'Ow many of those stone critters does yer
magician 'ave?"


"I don't know, there used to be just a couple I
think. They were just carvings, not alive."


"Well I 'opes they aint been breedin’ or ‘e’s got
them lookin' out fer us 'cause we won't be able to pick'em out ‘gainst that
there black rock."


"He won't. Whatever gives them life takes a lot
of power and Maladran won’t waste it. All the time he thinks he's safe inside
his tower the creatures will remain inactive." Jonderill took a deep breath
and suddenly felt a bit more confident. He gave Perguine a cheerful grin. "Come
on then. I think the changes Maladran has made may have done us a favour."


Without waiting to see if Perguine was following, Jonderill
left the  forest edge and made a quick
dash for the base of the jagged outcrop, darting into the shadows of the first vertical
rock face just as the moon appeared from behind the wind-swept clouds. The
sudden light was sufficient for him to gain a close up view of what he had to
climb before the moon was gone again, hidden behind the fleeting clouds.


Keeping the picture in his mind of what he had to
cross he began to climb, carefully at first, relying on the roughness of the
rock to provide him with hand holds. He tested the rock’s stability and then moved
faster as hand holds turned into ledges and their edges became less jagged.
When he reached the top of the first rock face he stopped to rest and take his
bearings. They had moved to the right of the tower but they were that much
closer now so that only its top two storeys could be seen above the jagged
rocks. The elemental light still glowed from the topmost window but the rest of
the tower remained in darkness.


Jonderill waited for Perguine to clamber onto the
ledge beside him and then set off again, following the ledge upwards and
keeping his body pressed to the rock face when it became less than a hand span
wide. He could hear Perguine breathing hard behind him, his rasping breath
ragged with fear rather than gasps of exhaustion. Once, when they stopped to
catch their breath, he even caught the thief muttering something about not
being a mountain goat. Jonderill smiled to himself but said nothing, finding it
gratifying that the supremely self-confident little man should at last have
found something which unsettled him.


Before they reached the far end of the ledge they came
to a steep gully, littered with stones, dead bushes and an assortment of old
bones. The narrow gulley, which was just wide enough to take a man sideways on
led back towards the tower. It was what Jonderill was looking for and made him
feel more confident than he’d been since they had started out on the climb. He
slipped once or twice on the loose stones and grazed his shin but he steadied
himself each time and continued on until he reached the end of the gully where
a wall of smooth stone, split in two like a chimney and twice the height of a
man blocked their path. At the top of the vertical wall he could just make out
a bush of thorny scrub and just beyond that he was certain he would find the
huge, blackened stone blocks with which the magician's tower was built.


"'Ow's yer goin' to get up there then? Bein' a
mountain goat's one thing but I aint no sky flyer."


Jonderill slipped the roll of blankets from his back
and the sword and axe from his belt, pushed his shoulders against one rock wall
and his legs against another and with alternating movements of back and legs
began to work his way up the chimney. It was a skill he’d learned as a small
boy during his time in the kingsward compound. Climbing up in a tight crevice
between two adjoining walls he could hide from the men who came to select boys
for their pleasures and he’d never forgotten the technique.


At the top of the natural chimney he pushed himself
through the thin bushes and then returned to give Perguine the thumbs up. He
leaned as far over the chasm as he dare whilst Perguine threw him their
bundles. Jonderill used their lashings to make a rope and pulled the weapons up
followed by Perguine. By the time everything was at the top he was grateful
that Perguine was small, thin and very light.


"I 'opes we don't 'ave to go down that way,"
commented Perguine as Jonderill fastened the sword to his belt,
"'specially if yer mate aint feelin' too good."


Jonderill didn’t answer. The same thought had crossed
his mind and for the first time he wondered whether the person they sought had
already been questioned by Maladran and if so whether he was still alive. He
dismissed the idea and keeping low behind the leafless scrub, led the way, as
quickly as he could without making too much noise, to the base of the tower. Praying
for the moon to stay behind the ragged clouds he inched his way along the cold
stone wall of the tower until he came to the door he was seeking. He tried the
handle but as he had expected it was firmly locked. Perguine pushed him out of
the way, produced a long thin piece of metal from one of his hidden pockets and
picked the lock open with a minimum of effort.


Jonderill was surprised at the ease in which they were
able to break in but as this was the kitchen entrance perhaps Maladran hadn’t
sealed it with magic. He slipped inside and stopped so abruptly that Perguine
careered into his back and hissed a curse. He’d expected the inside of the
tower to have changed, affected by the corruption as much as the outside had
been but he hadn’t expected Garrin's domain, especially the kitchen, to be as
badly affected as it was. The place stank of decaying vegetables, rancid fat
and the cloying stench of rotting meat. Jonderill's stomach turned over and he
could hear Perguine gag behind him. 


Almost without thinking he flexed his fingers and
produced a small ball of elemental fire which illuminated the room and
identified the cause of the smell. A half prepared joint lay in a pool of dried
blood on the table, its surface shifting almost like a mirage as maggots
crawled over its rotting surface. Vegetables, blackened and soft with decay,
lay in a pan next to the joint ready to be cooked whilst milk, separated and
green, stood in an open jug. It was a strange contrast to the rest of the room which
was spotlessly clean.


"Look's like they left ‘ere ina 'urry."


"Garrin's wife wouldn't have left it like this,
not unless something suddenly happened to them."


He crossed the room giving the table with the rotting
food a wide berth and opened the door into the stone hallway beyond. It was as
black as night with the heavy air of a mausoleum, cold and untouched. The
elemental light in his hand wavered as if something had breathed on it and
Jonderill felt a prickling sensation explore his hand. He immediately killed
the light, cursing himself for not realising the slightest use of any arcane
power foreign to the tower was likely to be detected.


Without the light the hallway seemed even sinister but
through that darkness he could detect a slim sliver of light showing beneath
another door further on. He pulled his sword from his belt and tapped Perguine
on the shoulder making him jump, then took him by the arm and led him to the
door.


Hesitantly he put his hand out to touch it, ready to
leap back if it was warded, but when he put his hand on the solid wood there
was only the barest trace of residue power which collapsed at his touch. He
sighed in relief and stepped back so that Perguine could deal with the lock.
After a few moments of twisting his pick in the lock the door opened and both
of them grinned in satisfaction as they stood bathed in the stairway’s bright
light, unharmed so far.


Jonderill led the way down the brightly lit stone
stairway with Perguine close behind. In the four summers he’d lived with the
magician he’d never been passed the door to see what lay beneath the tower.
Maladran had told him it was Federa's domain and strictly forbidden and Garrin
had refused to speak about it except to say that it was a place he would never
wish to visit. Now as he descended deeper beneath the tower he felt like a thief
and could feel the weight of the black rock pressing down on him. It was cold and
damp and fear made him shudder and constricted his chest whilst bright flashes
of light started to dance in front of his eyes. On the last step, in front of a
solid, iron-bound door, he stopped and Perguine looked at him giving him a
broad, impish grin.


"If yer don't breathe yer aint goin' to las’
long."


Jonderill realised he’d reached the bottom of the
stairs without breathing once and relaxed, drawing air into his cramped lungs.
With each breath the lights in front of his eyes became dimmer until they vanished
completely. Perguine moved forward to the handleless door and shrugged; all his
skill wouldn’t open one without a lock. Jonderill squeezed passed, pressed his
shoulder to the door and pushed with all his strength but the door didn’t
budge. He stepped back and stared at it in frustration.


There had to be a way through so he tried again using
his other shoulder this time but still nothing happened. Finally he took a run
at it and with both his arms outstretched and his sword still in his hand he crashed
against the door. A tingling sensation coursed up his arm and the door clicked
and suddenly swung open nearly depositing him on the floor on the other side.
He was so surprised that he burst out laughing and Perguine walked through the
door to join him allowing the heavy door to close solidly behind them.


They both stopped together as the dim light picked out
the fearsome stone figures crouched and poised ready to attack. The figures
were short with thick muscular arms and legs. Each face was contorted by a
bestial snout complete with curved tusks and pointed horns. From the smashed
parts they had put together at the cottage it was clear they’d found what had
attacked the man. Jonderill and Perguine moved reluctantly between them
expecting that at any moment the creatures would come alive but they remained
immobile as they passed by the grotesque statues of stone.


They left the creatures behind them and moved down the
dozen or so steps into the main cavern which was vast, ice cold and redolent of
putrefying flesh. Doors lined either side, most held closed by thick bolts
secured with heavy locks. Each door had an iron grill which was firmly closed
leaving any inmates to exist in darkness. Slowly they walked down either side
of the cavern, stopping to listen at each door for the slightest sounds of life
but everywhere was silent. Jonderill began to despair when the faint flickering
of candlelight caught his eye where the grill shutters of one cell hadn’t been
closed securely enough. He whispered to Perguine, a sound which sounded like a
shout in the oppressive silence and they ran over to the locked door. 


When they drew back the shutter the prison cell wasn’t
the terrible hole they expected it to be. From what they could see through the
grill the room was plain and simple but clean with a rug on the floor and a
half finished flagon of wine on the table. A thick pile of soft woollen
blankets covered a person asleep in the corner on a well-padded bed. A red
cloak, the same colour as the hat they had found in the woodsman's cottage,
hung on a peg above a fine pair of leather boots.


"This must be him," whispered Jonderill,
relieved that the person they sought was alive and looked to be unharmed. 


He waited for Perguine to pick the lock and then eased
the door open without a sound. Jonderill moved quickly to where the prisoner
lay whilst Perguine kept guard, never taking his eyes off the sinister stone
figures at the top of the steps. The prisoner was fast asleep with only his
dark hair and shadowy profile showing above the mound of blankets.


Something about the cut of the hair and his outline
tugged at Jonderill's memory but he’d no time to stop and think who it might
be. He shook the man's shoulder vigorously and pulled back the blankets.
Immediately the man was awake and scuttled up the bed to cringe in the corner,
his face pale and his eyes wide in the feeble candlelight. Jonderill looked at
him carefully and felt his heart drop: of all the men to capture Rosera's heart
why did it have to be him?


He didn’t bother with an introduction. "Were you
the one they took from the woodsman's cottage?"


Pellum dropped his arms from where he had put them
protectively over his head and moved out of the corner studying Jonderill and
trying to recall where he’d seen him before. He suddenly remembered the bound
servant the magicians liked to call their apprentice and felt annoyed that he’d
been rescued by someone who was no better than a slave.


Pellum gave a deep mocking bow. "At your service,
boy."


Jonderill bristled at the title and the contemptuous
sneer which accompanied it but Pellum had already grabbed his cloak and boots
and was half way out of the cell. He took one look at the small insignificant
man who kept guard, gave a grunt of disgust and started for the stairs.


"Come on, let’s get out of here."


"Not yet," said Perguine emphatically,
putting a restraining hand out to stop Jonderill following Pellum up the stairs.
"We aint finished yet."


"We've got the person we came for; it’ll be
dangerous for us to stay here any longer."


"Yer might 'ave got what yer came 'ere for but I
aint. I's got a friend down 'ere an' I aint goin' wivout 'im."


Jonderill hesitated, unsure of what to do.


"For all that’s sacred, let's get out of
here," hissed Pellum angrily. "Your friend is dead or at least as good
as, he stopped screaming half a day ago."


"Perguine, you search that side and I'll search
this," commanded Jonderill, Pellum's comments having made his mind up for
him. "And you, get yourself back down here and keep watch."


He didn’t stop to take note of Pellum's reaction but
started down the line of doors, pulling back the grill shutters and peering
into the darkness beyond. It was the smell of faeces and tortured flesh that
told him the third cell along was the one they sought. Within seconds Perguine
had the door unlocked but when Jonderill opened the door he went no further but
stood in horror staring at the body inside. The man hung from the ceiling by
hooks driven through his hands and was unmercifully stretched by hooks driven
through his feet and fastened to a winch on the floor. His skin had split in a
dozen or more places and his back had been flayed bloody by a whip.


Perguine pushed the paralysed Jonderill to one side
and released the handle of the winch so the body slowly crumpled to the floor. The
movement prompted Jonderill into action and he quickly knelt by the man’s side
and removed the hooks from his flesh as carefully as he could. By the time he’d
finished the grisly task Perguine had returned from Pellum's cell with the half
flask of wine and strips of clean linen torn from the sheets on the bed. The
man on the floor opened his eyes and groaned as Perguine held the wine to his
lips whilst Jonderill did his best to bandage his bloody hands and feet.


Pellum put his head around the door and made a
distasteful face. "He's going to slow us down; can't you just mercifully
finish him off so we can get out of here before someone comes?"


Perguine ignored him. "Jarrul, ol’ son, where’s
t’others?"


"I didn't talk," whispered Jarrul, his
throat hoarse from screaming.


"I knows yer wouldn't, I told t’others as much
but the rest of the lads, they aint as strong as yer is. Where is they Jarrul,
where’s Dern an' Becken an' Sieran an' t’others?"


"The others are dead," snapped Pellum,
desperate enough to forget to lower his voice.


"He took them down some stairs,” whispered Jarrul.
“I saw them go before he started on me."


"We'll get’em out me ol’ mate, yer wait an’ see,”


"No we bloody well won't," shouted Pellum.
"We have company.”


*


Maladran woke from his trance, blinking in confusion
and breathing rapidly like a man suddenly awakened from a deep sleep by the
clash of weapons. For a fleeting moment he couldn’t recall where he was or why
he should be sitting in a hard, straight back-chair in a fireless room with
only a single candle to give him light. Then his mind cleared and he remembered
his exhaustion.


Within the space of a few days he’d used the darkest
of magics to scry across an entire kingdom and if that wasn't enough he’d then
used it to breathe life into his stone warriors and hold that life for over
four days. Given those circumstances it wasn’t surprising that he was exhausted
and in desperate need of prolonged rest to restore his powers. Feeling totally
safe and unassailable within his tower he’d put himself into a state of trance
and then gone further and deeper into the void between life and death than he’d
ever dared before.


Being in such a deep trance, he should have felt
nothing until he’d recovered his full strength but in the blackness of the void
there had been a sudden disturbance, a mere vibration and flicker of light,
here and then gone. It had only been a small disturbance but sufficient to warn
him that a power other than his own had invaded his domain and was close by his
physical body. In alarm at his vulnerability he’d pulled out of his trance
quicker than was sensible and now felt weak and disorientated. When he stood
his legs would barely hold him and he’d had to wait for his strength to return
and his head to stop spinning before he could cross to the table and remove the
black silk covering of his scrying globe.


He sat in the chair behind the globe and placed both
hands over the smooth form, staring into it without blinking. When he’d first
come out of his trance the alien power had still been present but his sudden,
uncontrolled probe for the power source had resulted in it being immediately
withdrawn. He cursed himself for his momentary lack of concentration but little
real damage had been done. Any foreign power used in his domain, which was
different from his own, would leave a trace which could be easily followed. Putting
other thoughts aside and concentrating on the task in hand he mumbled a brief
incantation and sent his consciousness spiralling through the globe. Carefully
he searched for signs of the intruder moving downwards through each floor of
the tower.


In the kitchen he found what he was looking for;
disturbed wards and the fuzzy outline of a person, slowly dissipating as the
residual power faded. The power source was unusual and it intrigued him. He
could almost taste the residue on the edge of his tongue. It felt familiar as
if he’d been in its presence before but he couldn’t place it. The other oddity
was that whilst only a small amount of power had been put to use, large amounts
seemed to have flowed from the user, like water in an over full jug.


It was a careless use of magic which the user seemed
unaware of or perhaps, on the other hand, he could have been too strong to
care. Maladran was unconcerned. No magician was stronger than he was and in any
case such wastefulness would weaken the intruder and make the task of following
the magic worker and dealing with him much easier.


At his command the image in the scrying globe moved
on, out of the kitchen and through the door leading down to the first level of
caverns beneath the tower. At the foot of the stairs the warding on the heavy
metal door had been shattered and Maladran frowned in consternation. It
shouldn’t have been possible to pass through such a warding in his own domain
but the warding hadn’t just been removed, it had been utterly destroyed.


If the intruder could do this without the need to call
on an extra power source then the warding on the final door wouldn’t stop him
either. If the intruder moved through that door the secret ways of the deepest
magics would be open to him and then he would be a threat. Whatever the cost,
this user of magic had to be stopped and destroyed.


Maladran leapt from his chair, knocking it over
backwards and no longer caring about his own fatigue or the limit that it would
place on using his own power. His only thought was to prevent the user of alien
magic having access to the secrets held in the lower caverns or, worse still,
breaking through the final ward and discovering the demon magic which was
hidden there. He crossed the room to a large table on which stood twelve small
stone caskets arranged in a circle.


As he touched each one in turn the stone lids slid
back and a spark of life flickered into being in all but one of the caskets. He
held out his hand over the first casket and drew his knife across the palm until
blood welled up in the long gash and dripped from his hand onto what lay inside.
The burning pain from his slashed hand focused his power and into that focus he
called upon black necromancy.


One by one he allowed his blood to drip on the already
bloody contents within each casket until all had been touched by his power. He
stepped back from the table and continued his incantation as he licked the
blood from his hand, staining his lips red and leaving a taste of salt and
metal and sickness in his mouth. Slowly he released his power, letting it pulse
through the memory of blood and flow into the contents of the stone caskets
until the single hearts within beat in time with the rhythm of his own.
Maladran held out both hands over the caskets in supplication, giving out an
unearthly cry in an ancient tongue to revive the dead and bring his servants to
life.


*


At Pellum’s cry of alarm Jonderill dived for the door
of the cell and looked in horror towards the stairs as the first of the stone
creatures began to move. They shifted slowly at first, with jerky movements and
grinding joints but as life spread through their bodies, starting from their
grotesque heads and working downwards, their movements became smoother and they
began to advance down the stairs.


"If we make a run for it, we'll get passed them
before they attack," shouted Pellum in desperation. He started to run forward
but Jonderill grabbed his arm and held him back. He looked at Jonderill with
contempt. "Don't dare touch me, boy, or I'll have the skin flogged from
your back when we get out of here."


Jonderill ignored the threat. "We won’t make it;
Jarrul cannot be moved that fast."


"Sod Jarrul! I'm not hanging around here waiting
for him."


Pellum ripped his arm from Jonderill’s grip and started
towards the stairs but it was already too late as the first of the savage stone
creatures moved from where it had been standing and jerked forwards to block
his way. Desperately he turned and ran, making for the only other exit in the
cavern, a heavy metal bound door at the far end. He reached the door and
dragged on the handle, rattling it frantically but the door wouldn’t budge. In
undisguised fear he turned and watched as the last of the creatures, the one
with only one arm, began to move towards him.


Jonderill and Perguine struggled from the cell barely
a score of paces ahead of the monsters, supporting the bloody body of Jarrul
between them. Perguine released his hold on his friend, making Jonderill
stagger under the sudden extra weight and pulled his lock pick whilst he was
still running towards the door. He thrust the metal spike into the lock and
manipulated it into jerking, twisting circles. The pick grated in the lock
giving off sounds of moving metal but when he withdrew the pick from the lock it
remained firmly closed and the door still wouldn’t open.


Jonderill staggered forward, supporting Jarrul's
weight with the stone creatures only a dozen paces behind. He pushed Jarrul
into Pellum's arms and drew his sword, knowing it would be of little use
against the creatures but feeling better for making some sort of stand. The
closest of the creatures leapt forward and Jonderill made a wild swing at its
head, smashing the blade into its face to shatter a tusk and one side of the
monster's snout. 


Screeching in pain the creature staggered away and
Jonderill stepped back, preparing himself for the next beast to attack. His
hand and the old battered sword touched the heavy metal door behind him which
suddenly swung open, causing him to tumble through backwards in a welter of
flying arms and legs. Perguine acted immediately, grabbing hold of Jarrul and
hauling him through, followed by Pellum. They made it into the far cavern only
an instant before the door slammed closed behind them.


For a moment nobody moved but the loud crash of stone,
pounding against the metal door, jolted them into action. Pellum leapt to his
feet in the same instant as Jonderill and together they heaved a heavy metal
bar into position across the door and into the supports buried into the stone
walls. From the other side of the door the crash of stone continued to pound as
the creatures threw themselves at the barrier but the door held firm, giving
the fugitives a chance to catch their breath.


Jonderill held the old battered sword high in the air
and stared at it in disbelief. Plantagenet had never bothered to tell him that
the sword was spelled to open doors, not that it would be unusual; Plantagenet
could be very secretive when he wanted to be. The others hadn’t seemed to have
noticed what had happened so Jonderill didn’t bother to explain but sheathed
the sword and looked for a way out of the room they were now trapped within.


The cavern was smaller than the one they had left,
about the size of a farm stable, torch lit and uncomfortably hot. Its curved
walls and floor were plain stone and in the centre of the room a stone slab,
stained black with blood and fixed with metal shackles, waited ominously. There
were no other furnishings in the cavern and only the one door through which
they had entered. It wasn’t that which caught and retained their attention
though. Along the walls, held captive in heavy chains, were bodies, or parts of
bodies. Jonderill swallowed hard and took a step backwards whilst Pellum turned
his back and heaved out the contents of his stomach.


Like a man walking through a nightmare, Jonderill
forced himself to move forward, his eyes fixed on the first figure chained to
the wall. Despite the missing eyes and the splayed ribs supporting the
obscenely beating heart, he knew the man was Garrin. Garrin who had been Maladran's
faithful servant, the man who had taught him how to ride and play games and
laugh again and do the things that other boys did. Garrin who had been a father
to him when he had forgotten what a father was. Tears came into his eyes and he
did nothing to hold them back. Nor was he the only one to weep. 


Jarrul, despite the agony he had already lived
through, knelt in front of the other bodies chained to the wall, supported by a
grim-faced Perguine as they looked at what remained of their friends. Each one
had been mutilated by having their heart cut out, one had an arm missing and
another the side of his face caved in. They stood in a straight line, their
eyes wide open and their mouths gaping whilst their bodies twitched as if they
were puppets whose strings were being pulled. Only one had found the mercy of
death and he hung from his chains with his skull crushed.


"Give me yer sword, Jonderill," whispered
Perguine hoarsely. "I gotta end this abomination."


Jonderill handed him his sword with shaking hands and
watched as Perguine thrust it into the body of the nearest prisoner. The body
jerked and the mouth worked as if it was forming a terrible scream but when
Perguine withdrew the sword it was bloodless and the body resumed its puppet
like twitching. Jonderill turned away in disgust and then moaned in anguish and
dropped to his knees, clutching his head as silent screams reverberated through
his skull.


"That's all we need," spat Pellum harshly.
"The serving boy on his knees having hysterics."


Perguine knelt next to the shaking Jonderill. "Look,
I knows it's bad but this aint goin' to 'elp us get out of 'ere."


Jonderill looked up, his eyes wide and frightened.
"He’s alive, Garrin's still alive, all of them are still alive, can't you
hear them scream?"


"No, mate, but I guess yer can." Perguine
stepped back and stared at Jonderill in fascination. 


Through the screams a familiar voice whispered through
Jonderill's mind and he turned his attention back to Garrin's corpse watching
as its lips moved to form words. "Jonderill, who was like a son to me.
Maladran has called on magic beyond the grave to take our spirits and now uses
our souls for his own evil purposes. We are all dead but he doesn’t let us die.
You must do that, you must release us."


"I don't know how," whispered Jonderill,
ignoring Perguine's startled look as he started talking to himself.


“You must destroy what we have become,” whispered the
voice in his head.


"I cannot," said Jonderill, horrified at the
thought of what he was being asked to do.


"If you have ever loved me you must, you cannot
leave me or them like this."


Jonderill looked desperately at Pellum and Perguine
but it was obvious they couldn’t hear the tortured screams or Garrin's plea for
help. Reluctantly he pulled his knife from his belt and before either of them
could stop him he pushed the blade deep into Garrin's chest and twisted it
until his heart came free. The body jerked in its chains and Garrin's agonised
screams filled his head. He closed his eyes to block out the sight of what he
had done. 


"You dirty son of a whore!" shouted Pellum.
He launched himself at Jonderill but Perguine held him back. "What sort of
dirt crawler would mutilate the body of a helpless prisoner? You're worse than
the bloody magician."  He spat at Jonderill
and turned away in disgust.


Jonderill ignored the irate prince and holding the
heart as far away from him as possible he laid it on the stone slab, took the
sword away from Perguine and cut the heart in two. Black blood seeped from the
severed organ, burning into the stone and pitting the hardened iron blade. He
watched in horror as the remains of the heart writhed, shrank and then
disappeared. Garrin's body gave one final jerk and then hung limp in its
chains.


"Gods! do we 'ave to do that for all of
'em?"


Jonderill shook his head, hardly able to speak.
"No. I think Maladran has their hearts. The only thing we can do is to
destroy the stone creatures they have become and hope that their hearts will
die with them."


Perguine looked at him in disbelief and then at the
one fortunate dead man before he understood what Jonderill was saying.


"Now you've finished with your little display of
bravado, can we get out of here?" Pellum demanded.


“Ow we goin’ ter do that, smart arse?”


Pellum didn’t answer but just scowled at the thief
leaving Jonderill to walk slowly around the room looking for a door that didn’t
appear to exist. He walked around the stone slab twice, as if he was oblivious
to their urgent need to escape or their imminent danger. At the far side of the
stone where the stain of dried blood was the darkest he stopped, leant down and
lifted a metal grid from the floor, grimacing at the foul smell.


“Apart from the way we came in I think there’s only
one other way out and I guess people aren’t usually alive when they take it.” He
pointed down at the dark hole in the floor. “That's probably how Maladran
disposes of his prisoners unwanted bodies and down there, amongst them, is our
means of escape."


The others peered down into the darkness but none of them
spoke.


~  
~   ~   ~   ~
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The True Queen



 

     Maladran
screamed in anger and frustration as his stone warriors threw themselves
against the barred door to the lower cavern where his darkest magics were
worked. He’d felt the intruder break and destroy his warding like a physical
pain but worse still was the agony at the sudden death of his soul slave. Such
things should have been impossible for anyone who hadn’t studied dark magic and
yet this intruder had used his power almost carelessly. 


Once again he removed the black silk from the scrying
stone and transferred his waning power from animating his creatures to locating
the source of the power ranged against him. Outside the cavern door the stone
creatures became still allowing him to easily locate the alien magic in the
darkness beneath the tower. He gasped in shock and realised he had
underestimated his adversary as a glowing nimbus moved through the dark, solid
rock towards the cave exit where sly hunters came to feast on the tower's dead.


It would be a fitting end for the intruders to become
bait for the sly hunters which ranged at the forest edge but the scavengers had
recently fed too well and couldn’t be relied upon to attack. He needed something
more certain to ensure that the user of strange magic was totally destroyed and
his companions along with him. It would be exhausting but there was nothing for
it but to send his stone warriors into the kill before the source of power and
the freed prisoners could escape.


He replaced the black silk square and returned to the
circle of stone caskets. Apart from one each heart beat slowly as if at rest
but on his command their rhythm increased, beating with the same pulse as if
each heart had been encased in flesh instead of stone. Below the tower the
stone creatures once again jerked into movement and responded to Maladran’s command,
turning away from the door where they had waited for his power to reanimate
them and charging back up the stairs to the tower’s open door.


Their given mission was clear as they retraced their
steps up through the tower and out into the windswept darkness of the high crag.
Sure footed despite their size and build, they ran down the steep track of the
rocky pinnacle with stones scattering beneath their pounding feet. They bounced
over the jagged rocks like it was smooth stone as they raced towards the cave's
entrance, their only intent to capture or kill the fugitives. 


Each bestial face was drawn back in a savage snarl and
long snouts tested the air, searching for their quarry. The first monster to
pick up the scent of their prey let out a fiendish howl, more chilling than any
pack of sly hunters, and was instantly taken up by the others so that their cry
reverberated through the night. 


The first howl was lost on Jonderill as he staggered
from the cave’s entrance, one arm supporting the semi-conscious Jarrul and the
other clasped over his mouth and nose in an effort to filter out the stench of
their nightmare descent from the tower. The opening in the cavern floor had
immediately dropped away from the metal grid by the height of a man and after
that it had wound downwards so steeply in places it had been almost vertical. 


More than once they had been forced to drop through
darkness into the unknown but that had been the easy part. When the tunnel ran
horizontally, Jonderill had been forced to use elemental fire to guide them
around the decomposing remains of the tower's dead until they could scramble
from the caves entrance into the blessed relief of the night air.


Gasping for breath, Jonderill propped Jarrul up by the
cave wall and then vomited until his sides ached with the effort and his throat
burned with bile. Still the smell of rotting flesh would not leave his nose or
mouth or the sight of dismembered limbs and mutilated corpses leave his memory.
Neither Perguine nor Pellum were in any better state and he almost envied
Jarrul who had lost consciousness for most of the nightmare journey.


He was still wiping the sickness from his mouth onto
the back of his hand when the unearthly howling cut across his numbness like a
knife. There was no need for him to see the creatures that made the noise to
know they weren’t far behind or that there was no way the three of them could
stop the creatures or defend themselves. It was simple; outrunning them was
their only chance.


With a grimace he finished wiping his sticky mouth on
the back of his sleeve. "Let's go, we’ve got to outrun them and lose them
in the forest.” He heaved Jarrul into a standing position, pushing his shoulder
beneath the injured man's arm and for a moment took all his weight.
"Pellum, you take Jarrul's other side, you're taller than Perguine so we’ll
be able to move faster."


"Not on your life!" snapped Pellum.
"Those things are right behind us. If you want to be a hero you take him,
I've enough to do getting myself out of here.


Pellum turned and ran, jumping over the loose stones
at the cave's mouth and sprinting across the open scrubland which separated the
rocky outcrop from the forest edge. Perguine muttered a foul imprecation under
his breath and thrust his shoulder beneath Jarrul's free arm, giving what help
his slight height and build could provide. They ran with Jarrul stumbling
between them and made it half way across the scrub before they could feel the
first vibrations through the ground of the stone monsters’ pounding run. The
moon skipped behind fleeting clouds and Jonderill glanced over his shoulder to
see the pack gaining on them, moving fast enough to take them down before they
reached the forest edge.


"Leave me," hissed Jarrul through
pain-clenched teeth.


Jonderill had no breath for words and Perguine was in
an even worse state, breathing so hard that his breath came in loud gasps and
the tendons in his neck stood out like knotted rope. Calling on the reserves of
strength which fear lends to the hunted, Jonderill spurred forward, widening
the gap enough for them to plunge through the thinly spaced trees at the edge
of the forest a bare dozen paces ahead of their pursuers. He charged forward to
where the trees thickened, oblivious to raised roots and trailing brambles
underfoot. His only awareness was of the crashing sound of stone feet smashing
through the undergrowth behind him and his own rasping breath.


As the forest began to thicken a spark of hope gave
him extra strength and he increased his speed again but Perguine had reached
his limits and his legs buckled beneath him. Suddenly burdened with Jarrul's
full weight Jonderill stumbled and crashed to the forest floor, releasing his
grip at the last moment so that the injured hunter had the chance to break his
own fall. Jonderill landed on hands and knees, driving sharp twigs and dried
thorns into his hands in a sudden flash of pain. Within seconds he was on his
feet again and dragging Jarrul upright. He caught a glimpse of Perguine diving
through the bushes ahead of him with the speed of a bush skimmer and then he
was gone.


"Save yourself," pleaded Jarrul.
"There's nothing you can do now."


Jonderill didn’t bother to reply but grabbed the
hunter's wrists and shouldered him in the stomach so, that for a moment he went
limp, allowing Jonderill to heave him over his shoulder. His legs shook enough
to collapse under the weight of his helpless burden but Jonderill forced them to
steadiness and started to run into the thickest, darkest part of the forest,
illuminated only by intermittent moonlight.


He could hear the creatures pounding behind him,
gaining on him despite the denseness of the woodland but that was not all. To
each side of him he could now hear the crashing of undergrowth as more powerful
creatures forced a pathway around him. Then they were ahead of him, in amongst
the trees and blocking his escape; he was surrounded.


Staggering under Jarrul's weight, Jonderill broke
through into a small clearing no more than a dozen paces in diameter and
dropped his burden in the centre of the circle. Knowing his situation was
hopeless he drew his sword and waited, determined they should both die rather
than be taken back to be cruelly used by Maladran's magic. A savage howl behind
him and a splintering of wood made him spin around to face the first of the
creatures as it ripped bushes and trees aside to get to him.


The stone creature rushed forward, its short, massive
legs driving it across the clearing in a matter of moments. It pulled back its
lips in a horrifying grin of triumph and revealed pointed canine teeth the size
of a man's finger. That was where Jonderill aimed, smashing his blade broadside
into the creature’s mouth and shattering a tusk and front canines. The creature
howled in shock and hesitated in its forward charge whilst it shook broken
teeth from its mouth.


It was a moment’s respite only as the creature leapt
for Jonderill's throat, its large muscular hands clamping down on Jonderill's
shoulder at the base of his neck. Jonderill staggered back under the creature's
weight and momentum and swung the sword around onto the back of the creature’s
skull. The angle was too tight to deliver a blow with much force and only a
small piece of stone chipped away but the beast still clung on, snapping its
terrible broken teeth at Jonderill's face. 


Again Jonderill brought the blade crashing down broadside
onto the creature's skull this time chipping out a larger piece of rock. The
animal howled and loosened its grip on Jonderill's shoulder in an effort to
protect itself. Once his shoulder was free of the crushing hold, Jonderill
could swing the sword with greater freedom. He brought the blade down once
more, completely shattering the skull of the creature with its impact. Stone
scattered in all directions and the creature's bestial howl was instantly cut
short as it crumpled to the ground in a pile of rubble.


His victory was short-lived as another of Maladran's
creatures lunged forward to attack Jarrul, who had no means of defence except
his bloody arms and damaged hands. The creature landed on Jarrul's chest and
ploughed downwards towards his throat with its long tusks, crumpling Jarrul's
resistance beneath its weight. There was only one chance to stop the creature so
Jonderill dropped his sword and grabbed the stone boulder which had once been his
attacker's forehead.


In two steps he was where Jarrul fought a losing
battle to hold the monster off and brought the stone down with all the force he
could muster. Both stones shattered under the impact and Jarrul's attacker
crumpled into a pile of sharp-edged rock. Jonderill pulled the injured man to
his feet, ready to defend him but he knew the situation was hopeless as the
remaining nine creatures charged into the clearing together.


He grabbed for his sword and held it at the ready
whilst he supported Jarrul with his other arm, swallowing his rising panic as
the fearsome creatures swarmed towards them at a run. They waited for the
crushing impact of the creatures’ bodies but instead the beasts ran passed them
and into the forest on the other side. Five wild horsemen charged after the
creatures, brandishing newly cut branches to use as clubs.


The slowest of the beasts, the one with just one arm,
was overtaken before it reached the trees and its head exploded into shards as
the leading horseman removed it from its thick neck with a powerful blow.
Neither horse nor rider paused but continued onwards to chase their quarry
through the forest until each of them had been ridden down and destroyed.


Another group of horsemen clattered into the clearing
and Perguine slid off the back of a shared mount and almost threw himself at
Jarrul. "Yer all righ’ old son?" he asked anxiously.


Jarrul nodded. "I'll be fine, thanks to this man.
That's twice he's saved my life.


Perguine gave Jonderill a toothy grin. "Thanks, I
owes yer one."


"I thought you’d left us?" responded
Jonderill in confusion.


"Now woulds I do such a fing?" He gave
Jonderill an impish look which made him appear even more like a weasel. "I
'ad to go an' get us some  ‘elp otherwise
we’d all 'ave been dead meat an' as me mates were all waitin' for me ter
signal, I thought I'd better let'um in on the action."


"You mean they have been here all the time?"


"'Course they 'ave, yer don't think I was a
'untin' down all that there food by meself did yer? Gawd man, I's a thief an' a
pick pocket, not an 'untsman like me friend Jarrul 'ere."


“Then why didn't they attack the tower in force
instead of letting us risk our necks?"


"'Cause it aint the sort of place yer can charge
up to an' bang on the door for admittance. Yer said as much yerself,
remember?"


"I know but there was only the two of us
then."


"It still wouldn't have worked with an entire
army behind you," said the rider who had ridden up quietly behind
Jonderill. "I suspect Maladran had spells around the place to repel any
open assault so it had to be one or two people who went into the tower getting
under his defences, which was why you were chosen."


Jonderill swung around to face the speaker, annoyed
that he'd been so casually used by someone else. He opened his mouth to say as
much and then stopped.


"Hello Jonderill," said Tarraquin, smiling
down at him.


"Lady Tarraquin! I thought you were dead!"


She laughed and slipped from her horse, giving
Jonderill an embrace which held a touch more of affection than it did of just
friendship. "Do I look as though I’m dead?"


"No," said Jonderill, blushing slightly.
"You look just as I remember you.


"I flamin' well hope not," she laughed.


"If yer two don't mind," interrupted
Perguine, "I thinks we ought ter be gettin' out of 'ere before that black
'earted sorcerer thinks of sommut else ter throw at us."


"I can't go yet," said Jonderill hesitantly.
"If you remember I came here to find Prince Pellum and I can't go back to
Vinmore without him."


"Yer means the cowardly bastard who ran off an'
left us? I wouldn't min’ gettin' me 'ands on 'im either."


"Well that can easily be arranged,” said
Tarraquin, “but not here. It seems that a very large, grey war horse wanted him
too and wouldn't let him go until we arrived and took charge of him. By the
time we make it back to our camp and see to Jarrul’s wounds it’ll be late and
Pellum might have had time to come to regret his part in this affair by
then."


"You won't hurt him will you? He has something to
do which requires him to be in one piece."


“That depends," replied Tarraquin but she wouldn’t
say on what.


*


Maladran screamed with frustration and rage as one by
one the hearts inside the stone caskets ceased beating whilst he stood and
watched, powerless to help them. The power drain of giving life to his
creations and then having that life brutally ripped away as each creature was
slaughtered left him weak and helpless. He could feel their deaths like
repeated stab wounds and knew that beneath the tower, in the lowest cavern, the
mutilated bodies hung limp in their chains, released from his control.


As much as their deaths weakened him he was not
finished yet. He might not have the strength left to call on the darkest of all
magic which was still to be summonsed, but he’d enough power within himself to
cast one last spell before exhaustion claimed him.


Calming his mind, he took his place in the carved
chair behind his work table, closed his eyes and waited until the last of the
death magic left him. He shuddered in pain each time one of his creatures was
smashed to the ground but when it was done he was free to concentrate on his
next move. There was no way he was going to allow his enchantment of the
Princess Daun to fail, so somehow Pellum had to be denied access to the palace
at Alewinder until he was rested and strong enough to destroy the interfering
prince. Carefully he pulled the black silk cover from his scrying globe and
concentrated his thoughts on the palace until a vision of its high towers and
golden spires became clear. 


As he’d anticipated nothing moved in the palace but
neither were there any signs of the decay and corruption he’d hoped for. He cut
short any feelings of disappointment and drew his vision back so that he could
study Alewinder from a distance. There had to be a reason why life there was
being preserved and if he could find it then he could reverse the spell and
accelerate the decay. With careful manipulation the city and its people could
be dust by the passing of the next summer. It wouldn’t please Sarrat of course
but he cared nothing for the king’s feelings.


He watched as the high towers became smaller, were
then surrounded by the city and finally by the city walls. As he drew back further
he was surprised to find that these too were hidden behind a thick hedge of
white and cream honeyvine, twice the height of a man and twenty paces deep.
Travellers and curio seekers stood at its perimeter and he watched in
fascination as the most daring amongst them used their swords to test the edges
of the entwined vine for its strength.


Some even dared to clamber into the spaces between the
vine’s limbs and were gently ejected. Maladran smiled having found the weakness
he was looking for. There was no need to destroy Alewinder. All he had to do
was turn the magic of the two interfering old magicians to his own purposes and
the city would remain forever an impregnable monument to his power which no
sword could ever destroy. 


*


"And there you have it," said Tarraquin,
clasping her hands across her knees as she finished her story. "Perguine
reported back that Jarrul and the few left alive had been taken for questioning
in the sorcerer's tower and you know the rest. We were betrayed and I was so
blinded by the prospect of power and revenge that I never saw the trap until it
had closed around me. All those loyal men died just because I wouldn't listen
to the good advice you tried to give me."


"Don't go blamin' yerself yer 'ighness, Jarrul
an' I should 'ave argued some more instead of jus' givin' in. Anyway, it aint
all bad, we got Jarrul back an' I bet we gave that there old sorcerer an
'orrible 'eadache."


Tarraquin smiled, grateful for the support. "Yes,
thanks to Jonderill." 


She looked at him in the flickering light of the camp
fire and gave him a smile which was ten steps beyond friendly. Jonderill tried
hard not to squirm and eased himself away from his position of honour at her
side but she edged closer towards him until he was trapped at the end of the
log they shared. He looked pleadingly at Perguine who stood grinning
mischievously, enjoying his discomfort.


"What were you doing in Tarmin?" asked
Jonderill, trying to steer the conversation onto safer ground.


"Trying to get back something which was
mine."


Jonderill looked blank.


"The Lady Tarraquin aint the Lady Tarraquin at
all, she's really the Queen of Leersland, only Sarrat killed 'er father an'
stole the throne from 'er."


"The same as your magician friend stole the
memory of who I was until the night I tried to kill him and broke the
enchantment. It’s a pity I failed."


Perguine took a long pull from the wine skin which was
being passed around the makeshift camp and wiped his mouth on the back of his
hand. "I don't think 'is magician friend's goin' ter be too friendly after
what Jonderill did last night."


Jonderill shook his head in denial. "You know
what my feelings are for Maladran and they haven’t changed but that still
doesn’t explain why you and a handful of woodsmen were trying to capture Sarrat’s
fortress by going through the front door instead of trying to sneak in the back
and take it by surprise."


Tarraquin looked exasperated. "Because we were
told that Sarrat and his army wasn't there and the only way into that fortress
is straight through the front door."


"No it's not, there's another way. It’s the way
Maladran used to use when he didn’t want anyone to know he had returned to the fortress."
Everyone looked at Jonderill in astonishment.


"How do you know?" asked the dark-haired man
who had sat next to Tarraquin all evening without saying a word.


"Maladran told me about it a long time ago."


“I bet he did.”


“Look, I’ll draw you a plan of how to get in if you
want me to.”


Tarraquin glared at the man next to her and then
turned back to Jonderill and threw her arms around him giving him a passionate
kiss whilst the others who were gathered around the fire cheered.


"See I tolds yer 'e would be useful. It's a good
job I tracked 'im down like I did else we wouldn't know about this ‘ere secret
entrance. Nor would we 'ave gotten inside that there sorcerer's tower, what wiv
the climbin' an' all those doors protected by magic. Yer should 'ave seen 'im,
‘e just 'eld 'is sword to the doors an' they opened better than if I'd picked
'em meself."


"It was nothing," said Jonderill, pulling
free of Tarraquin's embrace and feeling more embarrassed by the moment; his
face flushed with more than just the heat of the nearby fire or the wine he had
drunk.


“It could be another trap.” warned the dark haired man
glaring at Jonderill. “If he’s lived with the magician he could be in Sarrat’s
pocket.”


“Jonderill has been my friend for a long time and I
know he has no love for Sarrat.” Tarraquin looked between the two men and gave
a sigh of exasperation. “Jonderill, this is Captain Malingar who commands the
mercenary band which came to your rescue in the forest. He’s promised to help
me take back the throne.


“The same mercenaries who fought for Sarrat against
Sandstrone’s nomads?” questioned Jonderill.


Malingar shrugged, “That contract’s finished and in
any case he was a poor employer. My men and I like to fight for a good cause
when we can, particularly where the rewards are special.” He gave Tarraquin a
possessive smile.


Jarrul looked up at them both from where he rested by
the fire, his hands and feet swathed in bandages and decided it was time to change
the subject before they came to blows. "Rescuing me may have been nothing
to you but it was everything to me. Without you I would still be down there
screaming out the last days of my life in Maladran's hands. What you did was
beyond bravery, you could have left me there to die like that other scum wanted
to."


"Talking about scum, where is our other
guest?" 


"I thought 'e might put yer off yer dinner so 'es
been 'anging around like." A chorus of harsh laughter greeted Perguine's
pointed comments.


"I hope you haven't hurt him?" asked
Jonderill anxiously.


"Nar. 'Es been a bit tied up, that's all."


Perguine beckoned to two of his comrades who
disappeared into the trees and returned with Pellum between them looking weary,
dishevelled and rubbing chafed wrists which had obviously just been unbound.
When his blindfold was removed he blinked in the sudden bright light trying to
see across the circle but when he failed to discern who sat beyond the flames
he turned on Perguine and the men who held him.


"How dare you bind me like a common thief! I am a
prince of Essenland and I expect to be treated as I deserve."


"Yer mean like a coward?" mused Perguine,
playing with the tip of his slender dagger.


Pellum recognised his accuser but gave him a
disdainful sneer as he straightened his tunic and ran his fingers through his
ruffled hair. "I am second heir to the throne of Essenland and have a duty
to my people to protect myself. As servant to my people that duty must come
first before anything else."


"Even before thanking the person who rescued
you?"


Pellum peered across the fire circle, his expression
of disdain changing to one of surprise and then he gave one of his most
charming smiles and bowed deeply. "My Lady Tarraquin, what a most
wonderful and unexpected surprise this is and may I say what a great pleasure
it is to find such beauty and grace amongst such a rabble."


Tarraquin was unimpressed. "This rabble saved
your miserable life."


"Perhaps but I was in no immediate danger. King
Sarrat's royal magician would have released me in time once a ransom had been
paid."


Perguine spat in disgust. "The murderer's torturer
you mean. Do we 'ave ter listen to any more of 'is whining lies, Me Lady? 'E
left Jarrul an' Jonderill to face them creatures alone an' we all saws it. 'E's
guilty as 'ellden an' I reckons it's up to those 'e left there to die ter do
away wiv 'im."


"Now hold on a moment!" said Pellum in
alarm. "My Lady Tarraquin, you can't possibly agree to this, not after
what we have meant to each other?"


All eyes turned to Tarraquin.


"If I remember rightly, Prince Pellum, the last
time we met you tried to rape me."


"It was just my overwhelming love for you,"
he said disarmingly.


"And this is my overwhelming decision. Jarrul,
this man left you to die, what would you have done to him?"


For a moment Jarrul was silent, studying the prince
who stood opposite him. "I’ve seen enough suffering and death to last me a
lifetime and have come too close to it myself to inflict it on another, even
someone as worthless as he is." He turned to Jonderill, wincing as pain
coursed down both arms. "I owe you my life twice over, a debt I cannot
begin to repay for a long time to come but as a start, as something on account,
I give you Prince Pellum's life, for what that's worth."


"This is ridiculous," objected Pellum
indignantly. "You're not going to let him talk to me like that are you?
I'm a prince; you can't just give me away as if I was nothing, particularly to
one who's no better than a slave."


"Does yer want me ter silence 'im now
Jonderill?" questioned Perguine, moving forward with his knife held ready.
"I can if yer want an' wivout killin' 'im too."


Jonderill shook his head, resisting the temptation.
"No. His Highness is to be unharmed as long as he gives his word to return
with me to Vinmore in order to break the enchantment and marry the Princess
Daun as he has promised."


Pellum gave him a supercilious smile and Tarraquin a
look of regret. "It would appear I have no choice in the matter, My Lady,
although my preferences may lie elsewhere. When duty calls, those of noble
blood must answer."


"Surely yer not goin' ter let 'im get away wiv
just that are yer, Me Lady?"


"From what I remember of the Princess Daun he'll
get just what he deserves." Everyone laughed except Jonderill. "Now
we have that settled, Jonderill, will you come with me to Tarmin and help me
take back a throne which is rightfully mine?"


“We don’t need him,” put in Malingar.


"I wish I could but I have other
obligations," said Jonderill ignoring Maligner’s comments and trying to
sound regretful but at the same time feeling relieved that he had a reason not
to get embroiled in her schemes.


Tarraquin looked annoyed at the blank refusal.
"If you come with me now I will make you the new High Lord when I am
crowned queen."


"I regret I can't, I have to do what I can for
the Princess."


Tarraquin jumped to her feet in anger. "So I'm
not good enough for you am I? Well let me tell you, Jonderill, don’t you ever
dare to set foot in Leersland again in case I remember you’re nothing more than
a runaway kingsward and deal with you accordingly!" She looked around the
gathering, glaring at anyone who dared to smile, her hands planted firmly on
her hips. "And what do you think you're all staring at? Get the horses,
we’re leaving, now! Malingar, get your men together, we have plans to make.


The campsite exploded into instant activity.


"You made a mistake there, boy," said
Pellum, coming to stand behind Jonderill as he used a bit of charcoal from the
fire to hastily sketch the promised map on the back of an old shirt.
"She's not the kind of woman to gainsay."


He sauntered off to where the horses were being
saddled, his eyes following Tarraquin wherever she went until, at last, he saw
her collect her cloak and walk into the trees alone. Making sure that no one
was watching him he followed her and waited until she had stopped in a patch of
moonlight before he moved up behind her and enfolded her in his arms. Tarraquin
spun around, startled by the sudden presence and Pellum pressed her body closely
to his.


"Jonderill's a fool. He doesn't know what a real
woman is, but I do. When I've done my duty in Vinmore I will be back and then
you and I can really get to know each other." He kissed her passionately,
covering her mouth with his and only released her when he felt the steel of her
knife break the skin below his ribs. "Now is that any way to treat the man
who would be your lover?"


"Get away from me before I forget who and what you
are and give you what you deserve."


He shrugged slightly but still gave her a charming
smile as he backed away from the knife she held. "You'll change your mind,
women always do."


Tarraquin lunged forward but Pellum, who was expecting
the move, pushed her knife hand to the side. Still holding her wrist he gave
her a quick but elegant bow and then made a hasty but dignified escape, laughing
to himself. He moved quickly across to where Sansun waited, shouting for
Jonderill as he went. "Come on, boy, I don't have all day to wait for
you."


Jonderill handed his map to Jarrul who took it between
bandaged hands. “Take good care of Tarraquin and keep an eye on Malingar, I
have a feeling that he can’t be trusted.”


"I will and you take care of yourself," said
Jarrul, "and remember I still owe you my life twice over."


"I won't let 'im forget it," assured
Perguine, suddenly appearing by Jonderill's side. "An’ until yer can
settle the debt yerself I'll keeps an eye on 'im."


"There's no debt and no need to come with
me."


"Well, maybe not, but I don't trust that there
prince not ter stick yer with 'is blade as soon as yer out of our 'earin'.
Anyway, it'll annoy 'im good an' proper ter 'ave me along." Perguine
laughed and put his arm around Jonderill's shoulder, silencing any other
arguments as they walked to where the horses waited.


"About time too, boy," snapped Pellum,
glaring at the small thief whilst Jonderill stroked Sansun's nose in greeting.
"If he has to come with us then he stays out of my way and you, boy, remember
your place, not at my horse's head but by my foot. Another thing, I'll have
that sword if you please, it's not much good but it will be more effective in
the hands of a warrior prince who knows how to use it than a bound
servant."


Jonderill reluctantly handed the sword over. He could
find no way to argue with such logic even if his own feelings told him Pellum
was wrong.


~    ~   
~    ~    ~
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Demon Magic



 

    Jonderill
stopped and stared in total disbelief and horror, unable to comprehend the
changes before him. Where smooth boughs of honeyvine had broken through the
ground in a protective circle, dark gnarled trunks of redthorn now tore the
earth apart to support a vicious barrier. Entwined tendrils of white and cream
had been replaced by thick branches of dark brown, knotted together in a
twisted mass. Where once the delicate white flower of the honeyvine had bloomed
and shed its delicate fragrance, blood-red thorns protruded like a tangled web
of miniature daggers. Amongst the branches lay the evidence of men and other
creatures that had tried to penetrate the barrier, their remains trapped and
impaled on the piercing thorns.


"If you expect me to go in there you're out of
luck," said Pellum emphatically. "I may be mad enough to agree to
come with you but I'm not totally insane."


Jonderill didn’t say anything, there seemed to be
nothing to say. He’d been so certain that Plantagenet or Animus had laid the
enchantment which built the honeyvine barrier to protect the sleeping princess.
In doing so, he was sure they would have created a pathway for Daun's true love
to pass through unharmed but this was definitely not their work. The two
elderly magicians would not, could not, construct anything so vicious with the
obvious intent of taking the life of anyone foolish enough to try and penetrate
their protective screen. It had to be Maladran's work, in which case, he would
have destroyed any safe passageway.


"Now we aint gettin' anywhere just lookin' at the
fing are we?" said Perguine, walking along the barrier and peering into
its depths as if he were searching for something.


"Well you go in if you're so brave.” snapped
Pellum. “You're scrawny enough to wriggle underneath and through the
gaps."


"S'pose I could," replied Perguine
half-heartedly.


"What's wrong thief, lost your courage? You were
quick enough to call me a coward but you're not so brave now are you?"


"No!" protested Jonderill. "It has to
be you; you're the one who needs to get through to the Princess."


"Keep out of this, boy. He's the one who called
me a coward, now let's see how brave he is."


Jonderill looked pleadingly at Perguine but the little
thief gave him a shrug and a half grin and dropped to his knees, almost as if
he were praying to the hedge of thorns. Ignoring Jonderill's cries of protest
he lay flat on his stomach and began to squirm forward. His long sensitive
hands clutched at the ruptured earth beneath the first red bough whilst he
pulled himself along, the earth barely shifting under his light weight. Behind
him his toes dug into the soil hard enough to push him forward until his waist
was level with the outermost trunk.


Perguine twisted his lithe body around the gnarled
bark of the next thick trunk and heaved himself forward using his elbows so
that his entire body was beneath the thorn hedge. Here branches, heavy with
long thorns, trailed across the ground and with infinite care he raised the
front half of his body and eased it over the sharp spikes. His head led the way,
ducking beneath a low bough and then his shoulders, hunched so that his chest
wouldn’t touch the sharp red tips.


Finally his knees and hips followed, twisting at an
acute angle, ready to negotiate the next trunk and bough. It was a tight turn,
challenging the fine, delicate movements of a master thief. He twisted his body
one way and then another, concentrating so hard that he failed to notice the
thorn which scraped the top of one finger as he edged his way forward.


A single bead of blood oozed from the tiny scratch and
fell unnoticed onto the broken soil by his hand. As he reached out slowly to
grab hold of an upturned sod to pull himself forward again a branch of newly
grown thorns erupted through the soil beneath his outstretched fingers.
Perguine cried out in surprise and pain and couldn’t prevent the automatic
reaction of his hand as it jerked away from the source of its injury. As his
arm jerked backwards with the thorn-encrusted branch still embedded in his hand
it was instantly sliced into ribbons of tattered flesh on the canopy of thorns
above him.


He dragged the branch of thorns embedded in his flesh
forward and it slashed across his face, ripping down to the bone of his cheeks and
piercing both eyes before he could close them. Blood gushed from the wounds and
where it fell new thorns grew, twisting and turning and slicing into Perguine's
body as he thrashed in agony and screamed in terror.


Jonderill felt the change in the forest of thorns from
the moment Perguine's first drop of blood hit the shattered earth. The ominous
silence and utter stillness, like a predator in waiting, changed to a sibilant
hissing and then to a wild frenzied thrashing which couldn’t be made by one man
alone. Before Perguine had even started to scream, Jonderill was amongst the
thorns, tearing with his bare hands to part the interlocking branches and reaching
for his friend. Despite the strength that his desperation gave him the branches
wouldn’t part. Those that came away in his hands snapped apart only to rejoin
lower down to entangle his legs or higher above his head blocking his way
whilst new branches snaked into place preventing any movement forwards.


Perguine's screams were becoming weaker when reality
broke through Jonderill's desperation. He needed a weapon, an axe to slice the
branches apart but his axe was gone, left behind in the forest and Pellum had
his sword. "Use your
sword," he yelled at Pellum, who sat impassively on Sansun’s back watching
the scene as if he were a neutral observer. Pellum didn’t reply and made no
effort to assist.


For a moment Jonderill seemed to lose all control as he
pulled himself from the ensnaring hedge and charged at Pellum as if he were the
enemy. He grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him from Sansun's back in a
welter of flailing arms and legs and drew the sword free from Pellum’s belt
before dropping him heavily to the ground. The Prince gave a loud grunt as he
hit the hard ground and then scuttled backwards as if he expected the sword to
be used on him.


Instead Jonderill ignored him and leapt onto Sansun's
back, driving him straight towards the wall of thorns. Sansun never hesitated,
pounding those branches which Jonderill cut beneath his hooves into tinder. On
his back, Jonderill slashed wildly at the hedge sending splinters of wood in
every direction but not noticing that the redthorn which touched his skin
withered away and those tangled limbs which fell before his onslaught slithered
back into the ground from where they had come.


In less than a dozen strokes he could see the prone
figure of Perguine wrapped in a netting of thorns and within another dozen
strokes he was at his side, pulling the thorns free with his bare hands. He
carefully turned Perguine over but there was very little left by which to
identify the corpse. Every piece of flesh had been ripped from the body and the
face was featureless. Even the delicate hands had been torn so badly that only
the bones remained. Jonderill closed his eyes, choking back his tears and
recalled the weasel-like features, the sudden impish smile and the imperceptibly
quick movements of the thief.


That was how he would remember him, not as the bloody
mass which lay at his feet. He took off his jerkin and laid it over the remains
of the thief’s face. As he stood and looked around he suddenly realised that
he’d opened up a pathway into the hedge and apart from a few minor scratches
neither he nor the horse were harmed. Wearily he remounted Sansun and, holding
tight to Plantagenet’s old sword, began hacking half heartedly at the redthorn
forest until a wide, clear path was cut through to the city and palace beyond.


*


The silver globe on the burnt and scarred table began
to vibrate very slowly, disturbing the air so slightly that one would have had
to touch its smooth surface to realise that it moved at all. For some time it
remained in its unsettled state before its agitation increased and its form
lost its clarity, blurred by its constant motion.


A low buzzing filled the air as the globe moved
against its carved ebon stand but the sound lacked urgency and had as little
effect on the dark, sleeping form in the nearby chair as would the hum of a
flying insect. The globe, however, was no insect to be ignored or disdained and
when the trigger with which it had been primed was activated the steady hum
leapt into an angry squeal through which no one could sleep.


Maladran stirred in his chair behind the table where
he had collapsed into a deep sleep after priming the globe. For a moment he
couldn’t remember why his compliant and obedient scrying tool should be
screaming at him. Angrily he whipped off the black silk cloth and shut his eyes
against the blinding light which exploded from the globe once it was free from
its shroud. The sorcerer rapidly placed his hand on the shimmering surface,
reciting words of power which silenced the high-pitched whine and brought the
beacon of light back to bearable intensity.


He stared at the globe and waited for the image to
settle. At first only dark forest showed but it was a forest he was very
familiar with, made up of savage redthorn. He watched as it wilted and sank
into the ground, drawing back and forming an open pathway which had been sliced
through its defences. A movement at the end of the pathway caught his eye and
he leaned forward to study the globe more closely. There, a young man with
brown eyes and dark hair took a sword from his servant, sheathed it and made
his way towards Alewinder's open palace gate.


Screaming an imprecation, Maladran swept the globe off
the table with a vicious swipe from the back of his hand, propelling it into
the wall to shatter into thousands of fragments, eternally irreplaceable. He
didn’t care, all he could see was the Princess’s chosen, Prince Pellum, walking
safely through the forest of thorns which he had created having destroyed the
strongest enchantment he’d ever cast.


If such things could be, then the Prince had to be the
wielder of the great powers he had so recently felt. Was it possible that he’d
misjudged the prince so badly and he truly possessed powers which had the
potential to grow stronger than his own? He couldn’t allow that to happen. He
was and would always be the greatest of magicians in the six kingdoms. That was
why so many people had died and why Pellum would have to die too.


Taking up the serrated knife he’d used to remove his
prisoners’ hearts and not bothering with the remains of his shattered scrying
globe, for which he had no further use, Maladran swept out of the room and down
the spiralling stairs. Wards shattered like glass before him as he descended to
the lowest cavern beneath the tower. Now that their souls had been freed, the
bodies of Garrin and the other captives hung limply from their chains, their
flesh putrefying and making the stale air of the confined space reek with their
stench. Maladran ignored it as if it didn’t exist; the decomposing bodies were
there for a purpose and if that meant the vilest of stenches, then so be it.


Without bothering to remove their chains the sorcerer
sliced through their wrists and ankles and dragged the decomposing bodies onto
the stone slab, heaping them on top of each other in a bizarre mound of rotting
arms and legs. He worked with feverish haste, like a man possessed, not caring
about anything except what needed to be done. That there were thirteen bodies
was no accident but carefully planned for the moment when he would finally call
upon the most terrible of all arcane power: demon magic.


Maladran ran his fingers beneath the lip of the stone
slab, releasing catches to hidden compartments and taking out packages of
powders and metals which he had meticulously prepared beforehand. One by one he
sprinkled the powders across the thirteen bodies, reciting different
incantations for the arcane compounds. With each incantation his voice rose and
waned like waves and strange mists twisted amongst the bodies and filled the
small room. 


Finally he laid a crude circlet of base metal on top
of the bodies. A bestial creature, poorly engraved but clearly a replica of the
demon which surrounded the top of the tower, lay entwined around the circlet.
Black ebon wings and white taloned claws had been painted to follow the curve
of the narrow circlet and a spiked tail wound around the metal until it reached
the head with its two protruding ruby eyes as yet dull and lifeless.


Calling on those names given only to creatures of
nightmare, Maladran summoned demon magic, feeling it fire his blood until he
could contain the searing inferno no longer. Still chanting the sorcerer took
the sacred knife and held his hands over the circlet. With two quick movements
he sliced through the veins of both wrists, allowing his scalding blood to
fountain onto the thirteen bodies. Immediately they were consumed by flames
which destroyed all flesh and bone in moments. As the bodies fell to ash the
flames gathered in the centre of the circlet until it glowed white hot. The
sorcerer spoke again and a sulphurous cloud billowed into the air, engulfing
Maladran in a swirling shroud.


A deathly silence fell across the room and nothing
moved. Slowly the cloud dispersed just leaving the glowing circlet in a mound
of smouldering ash. Maladran held out his hands and grasped the white hot metal,
staggering with the pain as the metal burnt into his flesh. Carefully he
separated the demon's head from its tail changing the circlet into a torc which
he slid around his neck. He bit back a cry of agony as his flesh seared and the
metal crumpled to ash, leaving the demon imprinted into the raw flesh of his
throat.


The sorcerer staggered away from the stone slab, his
steps uncertain and his whole being churning and twisting within its fragile
covering of skin so that the crispness of his outline blurred and shifted. He
stumbled up the stairs becoming stronger and, with each step, regaining his
solidity whilst the turmoil within him increased its intensity.


At the top of the stairs he burst through the iron-bound
door with power surging through him and a new energy pulsating at the edge of
his consciousness, straining to take control of his being. Maladran held it in
check by the force of his human will, determined to be the master of the demon
magic he had summoned and not its slave but it was a tentative control, a fine
edge between containment and oblivion.


In the stone, cold hallway he stopped to breathe
deeply, pushing the power back inside of himself and calming wild emotions of hate
and anger and a craving to tear living flesh and drink hot blood. He carefully
and deliberately wrapped his black cloak around him, shielding the vivid scar
on his throat from sight and keeping the name of his enemy from his mind. For
the first time in nearly five years he opened the tower door and stood at its
threshold, revelling in his freedom.


Horsemen crowded around the door, their steeds’
laboured breath making red-tinged plumes in the dying sunlight. Horses stamped
noisily, their iron-shod hooves striking sparks on the jagged stone as they
shied into each other, nervously backing away from the cloaked figure and the
animal presence he radiated. Grim riders covered with the dust of a long hard
ride fought to keep their fractious animals steady and fingered their sword
hilts as if they too sensed some overwhelming evil.


Sarrat urged his horse forward through the crowd of
horsemen and flipped back his visor, a look of uncertainty on his face as he
saw the magician standing there with waves of anger and hatred sweeping from
him, their force almost destroying Maladran's tenuous control. "Good, you're
ready." He turned to the rider closest to him. "Gartnor, give
Maladran your horse, we leave this place immediately."


Gartnor reluctantly dismounted but Maladran made no
move to take the horse’s reins. Sarrat's look of consternation changed to
annoyance and his frustration beat against the sorcerer's mind. "Move,
magician, I have need of your services. That bastard who rules Northshield has
been supporting my enemies in the south against me but I will make him pay for
his treachery. Before I’m finished I will have him screaming on a stake and
every one of his noblemen’s heads on a pike. Now mount, he has a magician you
will need to deal with and there's work to be done."


"I cannot, My Lord.” hissed Maladran through
clenched teeth. “Your exile still chains my power and holds me in thrall within
the confines of this tower."


"Damn the exile, you have my release!” He reached
inside a silk bag which hung at his waist and removed the magician’s torc which
he threw at him. “Now get on that horse and come with me."


Maladran caught the torc and looked his master in the
eye before placing it around his neck over the imprint of the demon burnt into
his flesh. With a surge of power which threatened to bring him to his knees the
gold circlet bonded to his flesh and the ruby eyes glowed fiery red.


"No, My Lord," replied Maladran in a
growling voice which hardly seemed his own. "I have other things of
greater importance to attend to."


Sarrat looked at the sorcerer in disbelief. "You’re
mistaken, magician. My affairs are the only thing of importance to you and you
will obey me."


Maladran staggered under the onslaught of Sarrat's
fury magnified by the torc around his neck and the insatiable demands of the
demon which fought within him for release as each fought for dominance. His
long ago vow of fealty tore at him with a physical pain but the needs of the
demon magic were too great.


"I have no need of you anymore," hissed
Maladran. "You have released me from the bonds which held me to you."


"Wrong, Maladran, I command you because I own
you."


The torc at Maladran's throat burst into a brilliant
red glare and his control snapped as flames leapt into his mind and consumed
the being which had once been Maladran. Demon magic suffused his mortal body in
a fiery glow growing into an inferno in front of the horrified king and his
terrified soldiers. Horses reared and fought to escape as the raging flames in
front of them grew and twisted. Within the centre of the flames the dark shape
which had been Maladran became lost whilst the golden torc, stretched and
changed, grew  larger and denser.


Sarrat and his men drew their terrified horses back
and pulled their swords as a massive, elongated darkness with glowing eyes took
shape in front of them.Then it was free and roaring above them, a scaled head
with wide nostrils, burning eyes and glistening fangs, snapping down and
sheering men in two. The long spiked tail whipped around as the demon passed,
swiping men from their horses, crushing out their life with the power of its
muscular body.


The dark wings held the demon aloft, weaving in and
out of sword range with arcane agility. A massive scaled foot reached down and
vicious talons grasped Sarrat's body, heaving him from his horse and piercing
chest, abdomen and back in a welter of blood and torn flesh. Sarrat's death
scream was lost in the demon's roar of triumph as it clutched the mangled body
and sped into the sky, westwards towards the Blue River and the setting sun.


*


Pellum whistled a cheerful tune as he rode Sansun
towards the arched and open gates of Alewinder, the city’s honey-coloured stone
glowing pink in the final rays of the setting sun. Behind them the last
vestiges of the thorn forest dwindled to nothing and the ruptured earth settled
back into smooth green turf. Jonderill walked at the silver horse's side, one
hand on the knife he’d taken from Perguine's body and the other opening and
closing around nothing, missing the feel of the old iron sword at his side.
Pellum had claimed both horse and sword as his right as a prince of the six
kingdoms and a trained warrior. Jonderill, despite his misgivings, hadn’t
argued after the Prince had once again sneeringly reminded him of his lowly
place as his servant.


Ahead of them stood the walled city with the spires of
the palace towering magnificently at its centre. It seemed strange to Jonderill
that there should be no movement in a city which had always been so full of
life. There were no people coming or going through the massive gates, no
liveried guards walking along the wall and not even a sky flyer in the
faultless sky where the first light of the northern star proclaimed the
approach of night. There was no sound either, just the steady thud of Sansun's
hooves against the soft turf as it rose gently upwards towards the city gates.
It was so quiet that Jonderill could hear the pounding of his own heart.


A sudden tingling in the back of his neck and along
his arms, as if he’d been nettled, made Jonderill dive to the ground at the
same instant that Sansun leapt sideways in a bucking prance. With a horrifying
scream that ripped apart the unnatural silence a dark shadow flashed passed and
swooped upwards leaving a clash of talon and fangs clipping together in the space
where horse and rider had stood a moment before.


Jonderill clambered hurriedly to his feet, desperately
looking around for the source of the attack whilst Pellum dragged at Sansun’s
reins bringing the horse to a shuddering halt. He pulled the battered sword
from his belt and for a moment they looked at each other wondering if they had both
imagined the sudden attack. A change in the pressure of the air made them look
towards the city where, from between the palace spires, the creature appeared,
black wings swept back and the long neck extended as it hunted its prey.


Pellum froze, unable to take his eyes off the
approaching horror that was making straight for him. At the last moment his
torpor broke and he raked his spurs along Sansun's sides, drawing blood and
sending him into a springing leap forward. Discarding his sword, as if its
presence burnt his hand, he whipped the reins from side to side against his
horse's neck and again gouged his spurs into the stallion, goading the horse
into an all out gallop towards the shelter of the city gates.


Left defenceless and exposed on the hillside,
Jonderill dropped flat to the ground as the demon swooped overhead. One
extended talon ripped into his back, tearing flesh and muscle and the spiked
tail whipped around missing him by a fraction as he rolled away leaving blood
on the grass behind him. The demon climbed upwards in a scream of frustration
and a flurry of leather wings.


Blood ran down Jonderill's back and fire burned in his
shoulder and ribs when he tried to move his arm but he’d been lucky; no bones
had been broken and no vital organs damaged. He picked himself up and with his
good hand grabbed for the sword as the demon circled in a high, banking curve
and plunged downwards again. It passed over Jonderill’s head at less than an
arm's length ignoring him, intent on striking at the fleeing horse and rider.


As it banked around a wing dipped into Jonderill's
reach and his iron sword bit into the dark flesh, slicing through the leathery
wing from body to tip. The creature wavered in the air as it closed on Pellum
and Sansun as if it were desperately trying to maintain its level flight but
the deflection was enough for its snapping jaws to miss its retreating prey.
Pellum raked his horse's sides again in a last surge forward and then yanked
back on the bit to bring Sansun to his hocks so he could dive safely forward
into the protection of the deep archway beneath the city walls.


With obvious difficulty the nightmare creature powered
into the air, its one usable wing shining like wet leather, maintaining its
upwards flight whilst the tattered remains of the other trailed behind as it fought
to keep its equilibrium. Jonderill watched it go, his heart pounding with fear
and pain but encouraged by having struck a disabling blow against the vicious
monster. His triumph was short lived. He knew the demon would return and this
time he would be the focus of its attack.


Running as fast as his injured back would allow he
made his way up the hill towards the safety of the archway with the creature
circling overhead but Pellum used his horse to block his way. With only a dozen
paces to go he veered away from the city gates in a desperate attempt to find
somewhere safe and to lead the creature away from the sleeping and defenceless
inhabitants of Alewinder.


Jonderill heard the demon approach from behind long
before he reached the crest of the hill where a stone wall edged the Blue
River. The sound of the wind whistling through its broken wing moaned like
tortured souls and he ran as fast as he could for the protection of the wall.
Before he reached it he knew he wouldn’t be fast enough to draw hellden's
creature away from the city or to make safe his own escape, so, when the
demon's steaming breath beat against his back he stopped and turned to face the
creature. He defiantly stood his ground with his sword held high in the hope he
could reach the demon’s throat before the massive jaws closed around him but
the creature was already upon him.


As it flew passed its sinuous neck twisted so that its
jaws could close from behind its prey and the talons were extended forward to
hold him in a death grip. Jonderill plunged the sword upwards and felt it
scrape uselessly across scaled flesh before a leathery wing beat him to the
ground. He waited for the jaws to close around him but the killing strike never
came. Instead the creature was bowled over in a frenzy of twisting wings and
lashing tail.


Sansun screamed his battle cry and charged his enemy
again, this time head on using his iron-shod hooves and ripping teeth instead
of the weight of his muscular body which had knocked the swooping creature from
the air. The horse reared and brought his sharp front hooves down on the
demon's good wing, smashing the bones and tendons which held the leather
membrane to the scaled body. Sansun's teeth attacked the back of the creature's
neck as if it were an enemy warhorse but scaled plates, as thick as any
knight's armour, resisted the long, snapping teeth.


The demon whipped its neck around shaking the horse
free but Sansun reared again, crashing his hooves down on the demon's shoulder
in a move which should have crushed ribs and broken bones but his hooves
bounced off the scales on the creature's sides. The demon staggered under the assault
and Sansun attacked again, his teeth ripping into the demon’s underside and
gouging into unshielded flesh. Burning blood sprayed into the horse's nostrils
momentarily blinding the attacking horse.


He leaped back with a scream of pain and fear whilst
the demon's tail lashed around and caught him squarely on the shoulder, bowling
him over and over until he came to rest in an unmoving, twisted heap. In
triumph, the demon let out a high-pitched scream, like metal being drawn across
stone and then lifted its head to renew its search for its prey. It twisted its
sinuous neck until its burning red eyes focused on Jonderill, standing now at
the top of the rise with his sword drawn and ready in challenge.


Another scream tore the air as the demon lumbered
forward, the useless wings trailing behind as the massive talons ripped into
the earth to heave it onwards. Each step shook the earth and was accompanied by
the whine of tortured air as its spiked tail lashed from side to side and its
head whipped backwards and forwards like a venomous dirt crawler, all the time
focusing in on its prey.


Jonderill swallowed hard and held the iron broadsword
too tightly in his sweating hand whilst the other hung uselessly at his side.
His sword arm tingled with the presence of arcane power, the sensation growing
stronger as the red-eyed demon approached. He’d watched Sansun make his second
attack and had seen the creature torn by the horse’s teeth so he knew the demon
could be destroyed. He also knew that only a deep, penetrating strike to the
soft underside of the neck where it joined the body would do the job. Only that
way would a blade reach to where the heart was located. The problem was how to
reach there with the old iron blade when savage fangs and half a dozen strides
of armoured neck stood in the way. He took a nervous step away from the low
wall at the river’s edge and waited for the moment when he would close with the
beast.


At twenty paces Jonderill could smell the creature's
acidic blood dripping onto the ground and the stench of the corruption on its
breath. At a dozen paces he could see the terrible white fangs dripping with
saliva and the glowing red eyes, then, the demon screamed, neck outstretched
and mouth agape. Jonderill stood his ground and waited, a fear burning within
him like he’d never known before. The demon made a sudden, powerful surge
forward, its jaws snapping shut where Jonderill's head had been a moment before,
but he’d dived sideways at the last moment into a tight roll.


It would have been a good move if the creature’s scaly
body hadn’t collided with his arm sending the sword spinning from his hand.
With unexpected agility, the creature whipped around and lunged in for a second
attack before Jonderill had time to properly regain his feet. Breathlessly
Jonderill scuttled backwards until the sharp stone of the river wall stuck into
his back, blocking any further retreat. He looked around in desperation but the
iron sword lay more than an arm's reach from his feet.


The demon turned and let out a deafening roar of
triumph before moving in on his victim for the final time. At three paces it
reared up high above its prey, its jaws open ready to engulf Jonderill's head
and shoulders whilst its glowing, ruby red eyes locked on the pale green eyes of
the man beneath it. For a moment it faltered and then let out a tortured scream,
which could have been a name but Jonderill never heard it. In that instant of
hesitation, he lunged forward for his fallen sword, rolled upright onto his
feet and plunged it with all the might he possessed hilt deep into the demon's
chest. The creature’s scream turned to one of agony, taking on an almost human
tone. 


Jonderill stood rooted to the spot, defenceless
against the rush of steaming blood or any immediate counter attack but, instead
of turning on him, the creature remained frozen. It towered motionless above
him for several heartbeats and then began to shimmer and fade. The massive
outline became hazy and clouded, losing all solidity as it swirled into mist
and evaporated into the night air. Within the mist a darker shape reformed and
out of it the black-cloaked Maladran took a faltering step forward, clutching
the hilt of the iron sword which penetrated his chest and protruded out of his
back.


The black depths of his eyes reached out and held
Jonderill's pale green eyes and a small smile lifted the edge of his mouth.
Emotions of warmth and care and affection flooded Jonderill’s senses as
Maladran stepped towards him. "Sarrat told me you were dead," whispered
the sorcerer. "If I’d only known you were alive it would never have come
to this but now it’s too late and I’m so sorry.”


Maladran closed his eyes to break the contact and the
black cloak and robe fell gently to the ground with a soft sigh of expelled
air, enfolding the golden torc and the bloody iron sword.


~   
~    ~    ~   
~
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True Love’s First Kiss



 

     Jonderill
didn’t move but stared down at where the magician had stood only moments
before. A flood of emotions washed over him, turning the bitterness of
Maladran’s betrayal which he’d lived with for half of his life into a confused
mixture of love, loss and sorrow but, most of all, regret. Regret not only for
himself and all the summers that had been wasted unfairly hating Maladran but
regret for the magician whose humanity had been destroyed by Sarrat's lies and
his soul damned to hellden.


His vision blurred at the thought of Garrin and his
wife and Perguine and all the others who’d died horribly because Maladran
believed he was dead. Perhaps if he’d not given up so easily on the magician
and had kept faith in him, he would have sought out the truth instead of giving
in and then no one would have died.


As he heard Pellum approach he removed the gold torc
from the black garments and slid it into the inside of his shirt. Pellum
wouldn’t understand why he needed to take it and he didn’t care to explain. The
prince reached down and withdrew the old iron sword from the black robes, which
immediately fell to dust and were carried away by a sudden breeze. He sheathed
the sword and gave Jonderill a playful dig in the ribs with his elbow with a
huge grin of satisfaction on his face.


"That didn't turn out to be as bad as we thought it
would, did it? It was just a case of getting into position and letting the
creature fall on the sword. After all, it was only made of air and dust."


Jonderill looked up ready to make an angry retort but
the sight of Sansun standing at Pellum's side with no more injury than a coat
matted with dirt and twigs and a mane flecked with blood, turned his acidic
comment into a smile of relief which rapidly changed into a wince of pain as he
remembered his torn back.


"You're injured, boy. You'd better have that seen
to as soon as we reach the palace and do what needs to be done."


Pellum turned away and swung easily into the saddle,
urging Sansun into a trot so that Jonderill had to run to keep up his expected
position at the Prince's side. Sansun set off clearly favouring a front leg,
which he could barely put to the ground. "Sansun is injured, Your Highness,"
Jonderill gasped. "It would be better for him if you were to get down and
walk him."


Pellum looked down and scowled. "Don't presume to
tell me what is best for my horse, boy. He'll make it to the palace all right.
I can hardly arrive to claim my bride on foot like you, a common servant, now
can I?"


"I don't think anyone would notice, Your Highness,
they're all asleep."


“That's not the point. I will know and so will
you." Jonderill didn’t say any more, he was too tired and too sore to
argue and Sansun seemed to be bearing the burden of the arrogant prince more
stoically than he was.


As they approached the city gates Pellum slowed their
pace to a walk and they passed under the archway and along the silent streets
like two intruders. Sansun's hooves rang out clearly in the stillness, echoing
from wall to wall in counterpoint to Jonderill's soft tread. Citizens in a deep
sleep rested in chairs or slouched across tables outside inns and ale houses
whilst others sat on walls or leaned against doorposts, a look of peace and
tranquillity on their faces.


At first there were only a few people, mainly farmers
or vine workers, arriving at the city with the setting sun but, closer to the
palace, the crowds grew thicker and thicker until Pellum had to dismount to
pick his way through. Here people slept in the streets, leaning against each
other in contented, happy groups. Young lovers held each other in their arms
whilst families nursed children or carefully propped up ageing grandparents.
Baskets of food, untouched by decay, lay half eaten and flagons of wine, ale
and cider, fresh as the moment they were poured, lay everywhere, untouched but still
ready to drink at the celebration to come.


The scene inside the palace courtyard was almost the
same. Guards posted outside the tower doors leaned against its walls or on
halberds, breathing as gently as those asleep on the parapets. Two pages lay
curled up in a corner with a litter of soft puppies whilst a squire leaned
against his master's horse and snored loudly. Heralds rested on the parapets
with their horns clearly visible and a flock of skysoarers rested in the
topmost dish of the silent fountain.


"Well, where do we go from here?" asked
Pellum as he looked around him, his voice sounding coarse and overloud in the
silence.


"I'm not sure, Your Highness, but I would guess
the magicians’ tower might be a good place to start."


"Why on earth should it be? I'm looking for a
princess, you know, not a witch. We'll start in the royal apartments and then go
onto the Great Hall."


Jonderill shrugged slightly and then wished he hadn’t
as pain coursed through his shoulder and back. Reluctantly he followed Pellum
to where Lowis and Barrin stood in their accustomed place outside the door to
the royal apartments. He was glad to see Barrin there but was amazed at how
much he’d changed since that night in the stables four summers before. Still,
he supposed, he’d changed as well. Pellum eased passed them, not caring to
disturb them from their sleep and then thought better of it and stepped back
before he actually touched the door.


"You don't suppose Maladran has put a spell on
the door do you?"


Jonderill shook his head. "I don't think
so."


Pellum took another step back. "You’d better go
first and announce me; it wouldn't do for a visiting prince to go barging into
another king’s palace without the formalities being observed."


Jonderill eased passed the Prince and pushed the door
wide open. Inside the royal apartments were just as he remembered on the night
he’d last seen them except there were far more people around, albeit fast
asleep. Two pages dozed happily outside each door whilst guards in their best
ceremonial uniforms lined up against a wall ready to form a royal procession.
He led the way along the corridors until he found the Princess's rooms where
half a dozen maids sat in soft chairs fast asleep waiting to dress their
mistress when she returned. 


The wedding dress, all cream and gold and covered with
pearl-encrusted lace, lay across the bed in readiness for the ceremony to come and
next to it lay a simple white night robe for after the marriage ceremony and
celebrations. Pellum picked up the night robe and ran the soft material through
his fingers. He wet his lips, giving Jonderill a wolfish grin of anticipation.


"It doesn’t appear as if she had reached this far,
Your Highness, perhaps she’s still in the magician's tower."


"Perhaps but let's go to the Great Hall
anyway."


Jonderill frowned. "She would have come here to
dress first."


"I know, boy, and don't argue with me. I'm
curious to see what they look like fast asleep, aren't you?" Jonderill
shook his head. "No, I suppose servants don’t have the intellect to be
curious. Lead the way."


Jonderill led the way along corridors he was only
vaguely familiar with until, eventually, they stumbled upon the Great Hall.
Like everywhere else, people either sat or lay asleep. Guards in the liveried
uniforms of Vinmore and Essenland stood behind the two kings, propped up on
halberds but still managing to look vaguely menacing. Pellum walked the length
of the hall and mounted the dais to stand in front of King Steppen.


"You know, boy, I have an elder brother who will
one day wear my father's crown and become King of Essenland but he's welcome to
it, I have my eyes on better things." He plucked the crown from Steppen's
head and placed it on his own. "There, how do you think that looks? When I
marry the Princess I will be heir to Vinmore and then its ruler, once I've
persuaded Steppen to abdicate that is.


“What do you think to that, boy? His Royal Majesty
King Pellum of Vinmore." Jonderill made no reply. "But first I have
to wake the Princess, isn't that what the enchantment says?" He carelessly
replaced the crown on Steppen's head, leaving it at an angle and walked
imperiously up the aisle of the Great Hall as if he were already king.


Pellum didn’t wait for Jonderill to catch up as they
left the main palace buildings but crossed the wide courtyard to the unguarded
magicians’ tower and pushed hard on the door to open it. With a cry of shock he
jumped back shaking his stinging hand and rubbing his numb arm. Jonderill tried
to hide a smile but failed and received a stern look from the prince.


"Enough of that, boy, open this door and be quick
about it!"


Jonderill did as he was commanded, pushing gently on
the door and easily dissipating the wards. He stepped back to allow Pellum to
pass into the tower but when Pellum didn’t move he led the way, feeling the
occasional tingle as other wards fell before him. Leaving the comfortable
living room undisturbed he climbed the spiral stairs passed the magicians’ own
room with Plantagenet’s books and the jumble of Animus's many investigations
which he’d somehow forgotten to finish.


Above that was the magician's work room and he remembered
all the futile hours he’d spent there trying to call on the power which was not
meant to be his. There was no sign of it having been disturbed since the
magicians had reluctantly left their treasures behind four summers previously
so Jonderill closed the door before Pellum could see inside and ridicule the
contents. He continued to lead the way upwards and paused at the door of the
guest room, feeling the presence of a double warding. He knew he’d found the
place where the Princess lay asleep.


"Is this it?" asked Pellum in a voice
strained with excitement. Jonderill nodded. "Open it then."


Jonderill hesitated. "I'm not sure if I should.
The warding is very strong and is likely to be harmful to anyone except the
person who is meant to break it."


Pellum stepped back slightly. "Nonsense, boy, you
were the magicians’ servant. They're not likely to stop you going from room to
room are they?"


Jonderill took a deep breath and held out his hand
towards the door. His fingertips tingled with the usual sensation of a double
ward collapsing and the door gently opened of its own accord. He took a step
inside with Pellum close behind. Plantagenet lay sprawled across a long couch,
his arms and legs dangling off the side and his silvery beard rippling gently to
his exhaled breath.


He stepped further into the room to see Animus curled
into a comfortable ball by the window, his ivory wand still clutched in his
chubby hand. Finally he turned to where the princess lay on the bed and his
breath caught in his throat. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen
and whatever happened next, he would always love her. He crossed to the side of
her bed to stand slightly behind Pellum who stood statue still, mesmerised by
the Princess's beauty.


"It's the girl in the forest," whispered
Pellum as if he were scared of breaking a spell.


"What girl?"


"Rosera. She was so beautiful I wanted her from
the moment I first saw her but I didn't know she was a princess." He
turned to Jonderill and gave him a smile of pure delight. "Now I have
everything I have ever wanted; the girl I desire most, a princess and a throne
as well."


Pellum turned back to the sleeping maiden and took a
step forward, dropping to his knee beside the bed. Jonderill watched with an
aching heart. He’d always known that it would come to this, that one day a
prince would come and take Daun for his wife. He’d even resigned himself to the
fact that the prince would be Pellum but secretly he’d hoped things would be
different. Now he knew they wouldn’t.


Jonderill watched as Pellum took Daun's slim hand in
his own, gently holding the fine fingers as he leaned over and pressed his lips
to the deep red ones of the Princess. He held the kiss for a moment, as if he
were savouring sweet wine and then sat back on his heel waiting for her eyes to
open. For the space of ten heartbeats he waited, absolutely still and then gave
Jonderill a quizzical look. Jonderill shrugged slightly, a spark of hope making
his heart beat faster. Pellum frowned and leaned forward again, kissing the
princess very firmly on the lips and holding the kiss there until there could
be no question he’d fulfilled his part of the enchantment breaking. He leaned
back and waited for the Princess to wake but still nothing happened.


"What in hellden's wrong?" he shouted,
jumping to his feet and carelessly dropping Daun’s hand off the edge of the bed.
“I've kissed her like she was a whore and still she doesn't wake!" He
looked back at the princess and then at Jonderill. "Here, boy, you have a
go."


Jonderill started as if he’d been hit. Even in his
wildest imaginings he’d never thought he would have the chance to show the Princess
his love for her, even if she were asleep. He knelt by her side as Pellum had
done and took her soft hand in his own callused one. Next to such delicate
beauty he felt coarse and dirty but that couldn’t stop him from hoping. He
leaned forward and gently kissed her soft lips and then slowly released her
hand and moved back to watch for any reaction.


For a moment there was none and then her lips parted
in a gentle sigh, as if she had been holding her breath. A delicate pink flush
bloomed on her cheeks and slowly, so very slowly, she opened her eyes. Vivid
blue, like sea sapphires, sparkled beneath long curled lashes and her lips
parted in the sweetest of smiles as she held out her hand in offering.


"Pellum, My Prince, I knew you would come for
me."


Pellum stepped forward shouldering Jonderill aside and
took her hand, kissing the delicate finger tips one by one.


"My Princess, I have always been here for
you."


Majestically, as if they were made for each other, he
helped her from the bed and gently led her from the room to their long awaited
wedding day.


*  
~   *   ~   *
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     Sansun
stood patiently in the courtyard, his ears pricked to listen to his master's
words as Jonderill tightened the saddle strap and placed the laden saddlebags
across the horse's withers. He stroked the smooth muscular neck of the animal
which had been a gift from the Stablemaster. Not that he’d wanted to part with
the valuable stallion but the horse had made it quite clear he’d no intentions
of being ridden again by either the newly crowned queen or her consort or even remaining
in the royal stables for that matter.


Jonderill had been the only person who could safely
approach the warhorse so the Stablemaster had given it to him before Queen Daun
decided that the best thing to do was have the animal destroyed. The
Stablemaster had said that it was a gift which had been given in recognition of
past services to the royal household. Jonderill knew that wasn’t the truth but
it didn’t lessen the value of the gift. He’d never owned, ridden or cared for
such a fine and spirited animal but he guessed that Sansun would teach him what
he needed to know.


After checking the straps on the saddlebags, which
were full of well preserved travel food and good serviceable clothing he tied
the roll of thick blankets and waterproofs to the back of the saddle. They had
all been gifts from the Housecharge, who seemed genuinely sorry to see him
leave. A large purse of gold coin, collected by Swordmaster Dilor from the
household guards, lay hidden behind the saddle, enough to see him well away
from the kingdom of Vinmore and settled into his new life. 


He’d hoped that Barrin might have been there to see
him off so he could tell him the truth about what had happened but he hadn’t
seen his old friend since his return to the palace. The previous night he’d
gone to the Soldier’s Rest to say his farewells over a jug of ale but Barrin
wasn’t there; he supposed he had other things to do. All the same he wished his
only friend had been there to say goodbye one last time. Sadly he gave Sansun
an affectionate pat and turned to say his last farewells to the two waiting
magicians.


"You don't have to leave," said Animus
sorrowfully. "There will always be a home for you here."


Jonderill looked up at the large window in the palace
wall. If it had been up to the Queen he would be locked in one of the palace’s
deepest cells by now awaiting his execution, so staying was not an option, even
if he’d wanted to. He knew she remembered nothing of being Rosera and the four summers
they had lived together in the woodsman’s cottage. Never the less he’d hoped
that she might have been a little grateful to him for keeping her safe from
Maladran’s enchantment.


If she had he could have lived with Pellum's twisted
version of how he’d fought his way through the hedge, killed a dragon and woken
the princess, but it wasn’t to be. As far as Daun was concerned he’d kidnapped
her, killing one of her servants in the process and had then held her prisoner
for four summers. Fortunately others had been more understanding, but it had
been a close run thing.


"No, I have to leave; too much has happened for it
to be safe for me to stay here any longer."


"Where will you go?" asked Plantagenet with
concern.


"I'm not sure. He looked down at the pale
kingsward brand which still showed beneath the edge of his sleeve. "Staying
within the bounds of the six kingdoms may be dangerous for an escaped kingsward
and one named as a felon so I thought I would follow my desire to see a great
ocean and perhaps even sail across it."


Plantagenet gave Animus a sharp look, making the fat
magician flush red and fumble beneath his robes.


"I forgot. Before King Steppen abdicated he asked
me to give you these with his heartfelt thanks. At least he knows the truth
about your part in his daughter's rescue and would have thanked you publicly if
it hadn’t been for the shame it would have brought Daun and her husband. He
begs your forgiveness and hopes you will understand."


Jonderill broke the King’s seal on the two scrolls and
briefly read the contents. "My freedom and the King's pardon."


Animus nodded. "If you would stay a day or two
more I could remove your kingsward scar from your arm."


"Nobody can remove the scars of being another
man's property," Jonderill said bitterly and then smiled, "but with
time they fade, as all scars do." He swallowed hard, feeling tears burn
the back of his eyes and a sharp lump restrict his breathing as he fought back
his emotions. "Thank his majesty for me; I’m grateful for his kindness but
these don’t really change anything. Once Steppen leaves Vinmore the Queen would
find some reason to have me arrested and executed. As much as I will miss you I
have to go."


He took hold of Animus and gave him a long embrace,
aware of the magician's tears which wet his shirt. When Animus had himself back
under control Jonderill released him and turned to Plantagenet who, as always,
held himself in careful check. The magician fumbled in the folds of his cloak
and brought out a finely engraved sword with a sculptured cross piece and a
hilt wound with black leather and gold wire.


"It's from us both, to help you to remember us
by."


Jonderill looked at the fine weapon, which would have
graced the side of any nobleman. "It's a beautiful sword but I don't need
anything from you for me to remember my two dearest friends, you will always be
close to my heart." He looked up into the moist eyes of the tall magician
and smiled. "I can't take your gift for I already have your sword."
He touched the battered hilt of the old iron blade at his side. "The magic
you put in this sword has opened warded doors, kept me safe against the darkest
of all magics and defeated demon dragons and if you will grant it, I would like
to carry this sword with me for my protection.”


Plantagenet looked at him with a frown on his face,
whilst Animus wiped his wet eyes and looked from one to the other in
puzzlement. "You are mistaken, my boy, there was no magic in the sword. I
told you that I ceased carrying it when I came into my power as I no longer
needed a sword to protect me. It was given to you the same way as I left it,
just an ordinary iron blade."


"But I stood against all of Maladran's magic and
defeated them all when I held this sword in my hand."


"Then any power which was in the sword came from
your hands and your hands alone." Jonderill looked at his hands in
disbelief and then up at the two beaming magicians.


"Remember what the white magician said; when you
come into your power and have learned to know yourself, then come to me and I
will show you what lies beyond." Jonderill nodded, still speechless.
"Then that is what you must do. You have at last found the focus of your
power, my boy, and it’s time for you to become one of Federa’s chosen. You will
need Callabris to teach you how to use that focus so go and find him,
Jonderill, for therein lies your future."


"Thank you," said Jonderill, taking the
sword into his hands, "Thank you both for everything. I shall try to
honour both you and this sword in everything I do."


He replaced the iron sword at his side with the fine
weapon but instead of returning the old, pitted blade to Plantagenet he slid it
into the rolled grey robe tied to the back of his horse which the white
magician had given him. There, the battered base metal lay next to the
quiescent golden torc.


"Whatever you say, it will always be magical to
me."


Plantagenet and Animus made no reply but watched as
Jonderill mounted Sansun and rode through the palace gates without once looking
back.


~   
*    ~
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